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It was ‘a piece in the paper’ which sent the Winslow 
family from Illinois, with its long, bitter winters, to the 
new settlement of Crowley in Louisiana. Louisiana is rice- 
growing country and Brent Winslow had never grown 
rice before. But it soon became the ruling passion of his 
lite. He became more and more engrossed in experiments 
to improve the yield and quality of his crop, while his 
gentle wife Mary, her peace of mind invaded by the 
fascinating Southerner, Jonathan Fant, tries to bring 
something of beauty and graciousness into their surround- 
ings as she plants her first camellias in their little garden, 
and secretly plans a different kind of life for their 
daughter Lavinia. 

Lavinia grows up beautiful and accomplished. But she 
refuses her more eligible suitor, the faithful Claude, for 
his cousin Fleex, a wild boy with no prospects and not 
the best of local reputations. When Fleex goes away, she 
tries to find him and then to forget him. But Fleex comes 
back not once but twice, and his last return is final and 
fatal. 

This dramatic and colourful story uses an actual setting, 
and gives much absorbing information about the success- 
ful experiments in rice breeding which had a revolu- 
tionary effect on world agriculture. The protagonists of 
the story are, like all Mrs. Keyes’s characters, strongly 
and vividly drawn; once again the reader has the feeling 
of being plunged into a living world. 
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Author 's Note 


S in the case of so many other books that I have written, the 

À incident which prompted the writing of Blue Camellia was, 

apparently, accidental, As in every other such case, I have 

come to believe that it was not really accidental at all, but part of a 
pattern for living and working. 

This was the incident: in 1942, when I was writing If Ever I 
Cease to Love, I went occasionally from New Orleans to Lafayette 
to check on references regarding South-West Louisiana, a region 
which appeared incidentally in the text. On one of these trips, I met, 
at the home of my friends, Mr. and Mrs. Frederick Nehrbass, a 
charming young lady by the name of Mary Alice Fontenot who told 
me, in the course of conversation, that her husband, Sidney, was the 
sales manager of a rice mill in nearby Crowley, which proudly calls 
itself the Rice Capital of America. She invited me to visit her—an 
invitation which I accepted with alacrity—and asked me whether it 
would interest me to see the mill in question during the course of 
my visit. 

This suggestion, also, I answered with an enthusiastic affirmative. 
I had seen rice growing, under exotic conditions, in many different 
and distant parts of the world; but, at that time, I had never seen it 
growing in the United States, nor did I have any idea how it was 
milled in my own country. I was sure I would enjoy seeing both the 
growth and the milling, but I had no idea that my interest would 
reach back to the breeding, and that this, in turn, would embrace 
past as well as present practices. However, when I finished my tour 
of inspection with Sidney Fontenot, he gave me a list of the leading 
varieties which the mill handled and, in connection with one of the 
titles, asked me if I had ever heard of Salmon Wright, ‘the Burbank 
of rice.’ 

Again, I confessed my ignorance and, as I stood there, leaning 
against a trough-edged table, I listened to one of the most thrilling 
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and inspiring success stories that I have ever heard in my life. Be- 
fore I left the mill that afternoon, I knew that, if I could obtain the 
necessary permission and co-operation, I would fictionize this story 
and make it the basis of a long novel, entirely different in character 
from any I had hitherto written, and also different, as far as I knew, 
from any that had been written about the Deep South by other 
authors. It would be a story of pioneering men and women and 
their children in a section of Louisiana often overlooked by tourists 
and students alike; a story of the far-seeing brothers whose bold 
venture in real estate changed a section of lonely prairie into a 
thriving city; and, above all, a story of the experiments and dis- 
coveries which transformed the haphazard growing of ‘Providence’ 
rice into a major interest which helps to provide ‘the most important 
food in the world.’* 

It was of course first necessary to find out whether Salmon 
Wright’s descendants would approve of such a plan, in as far as my 
narrative would deal with his great contributions to the breeding of 
rice and the success which crowned his patient and enlightened 
efforts, I sought such persons out and explained that the fictional 
figures in my book would in no way resemble either him or any 
member of his family, as far as their characteristics were concerned; 
and I cannot stress too strongly that there has been no departure 
from this promise : it was the story of his experiments, of the manner 
in which they were made, of the region which was their setting and 
of his ultimate triumph that I wanted to tell, and I succeeded in 
convincing my hearers of this, No one could have been kinder or 
more co-operative than Salmon Lusk Wright’s daughter, Mrs. Carl 
Kemmerly (Edith Wright) of Baton Rouge, whom I have consulted 
on every major point in the story, where it had any bearing on rice, 

* Rice ıs the most important food in the world. Although surpassed by 


wheat ın total acreage for the world, as a whole, the volume of food produced 
by the world rice crop is ten to twenty per cent greater than that of wheat. 
This paradox is due to the wider adaptation of the rice plant to varying 
climatic and soil conditons and the resulting yield per acre which is usually 
two or three times that of wheat. Rice supplies the major food requirements 
for more than one-half of the world’s pulation and this single food item 
comprises seventy to eighty per cent of the entire calory intake in many coun- 
tries. (Introduction to The Production and Marketing of Rice by John Norman 
Efferson, published by The Rice Journal, New Orleans, La.) 
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ever since the novel was begun, fourteen years ago. Occasionally, 
she has spent several days on end with me at Compensation, the 
house I eventually acquired in Crowley, so that I might have a 
writing centre at the scene of my story; and together, we have re- 
viewed, over and over again, both the material which she has sup- 
plied and the script which I have based on it. We have also gone 
together, more than once, to Lake Charles, in order to confer with 
her father-in-law, Mr. Charles Kemmerly, who was her father’s 
neighbour and life-long friend; and, of course, we have gone to the 
site of the original Crystal Rice Plantation, now the pleasant home 
of her brother and sister-in-law, Mr. and Mrs. Salmon Wright, Jr., 
though the original buildings have alas! long since been destroyed 
by fire. A sister of Mrs. Kemmerly, Mrs. Thomas A. Warner, Sr. 
(Lillian Wright) of Hammond, has ‘sat in’ at several of the above- 
mentioned conferences, and has also been of great assistance, espe- 
cially with the reminiscences of her childhood and girlhood. A third 
sister, Mrs. Paul C. Hoffpauir (Rosemary Wright) has offered many 
helpful suggestions, Family papers have been placed at my disposal, 
charts drawn and the way opened to secure correlative documents. 
It is needless to say that, without this type of co-operation, it would 
have been impossible to draft the story along the lines which I most 
desired. 

In order to make sure that no technical errors crept into the script, 
all details in regard to the breeding of rice have been checked with 
Dr. John Norman Efferson, Dean of the College of Agriculture at 
Louisiana State University, author of a standard work, entitled 
The Production and Marketing of Rice, and a widely recognized 
authority on the subject. In this general connection, let me say 
that no assertion has been made by any member of the Wright 
family, by Dr. Efferson or by me personally that my hero—either 
the real man whose achievements were my inspiration or the fic- 
tional character whose success was based on these — was the first and 
only person to find that rice flowers opened briefly every day at 
the period of their blooming. (Incidentally, the time of day when 
they open and the length of time they remain open varies greatly in 
different parts of the world.) This phenomenon has long been known 
to scientists, but apparently no farmer in the region under discussion 
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had discovered it when my hero did so and, certainly, he was the 
first to make practical use of his discovery in South-Western Louisi- 
ana through cross pollination with the help of bees and to experi- 
ment with different varieties and through ‘selection’ achieve one of 
supreme excellence and quality. Furthermore, by 1935, ninety- 
seven per cent. (97%) of the rice sold in the southern States was 
produced from varieties Salmon Wright had bred and, to this day, 
the most insistent demand from Europe is for the variety with 
which his name is most closely associated. When the Rice Experi- 
ment Station was started at Crowley as part of the Expansion Pro- 
gramme of the College of Agriculture at Louisiana State University, 
Mr. Wright was invited to become its first superintendent, but de- 
clined because of his other pressing interests. This fine plant, which 
attracts students and scientists from all over the world, is now ably 
headed by Mr. Rufus Walter and is under the joint direction of 
Louisiana State University and the United States Department of 
Agriculture. 

My first friends in the rice industry, Sidney and Mary Alice 
Fontenot, who now live in Eunice, where Sidney is manager of the 
River Brand Rice Mill, have continued to furnish me with a fund 
of information; and to their good offices I owe the acquaintance of 
Mr. George Sabatier, a rice broker of Eunice and formerly manager 
of the Superior Rice Mill in that city, whose helpful interest has also 
been aroused. Mr. James Trotter of Crowley, one of my kindest 
neighbours, is another prominent rice broker whose advice and assist- 
ance have been much appreciated. So is the information furnished 
by Mr. Frank Rakestraw, sales manager of the American Rice Mill 
at Crowley. 

Mr. M. J. Green of Crowley has not only furnished me with 
valuable information concerning the farm machinery, of both early 
and later types, used hereabouts, but he and his wife have also taken 
me on several trips which have added, both directly and indirectly, 
to my hitherto slender knowledge of early Acadian lore. It was in 
the company of the Greens that I renewed my pleasant and fruitful 
acquaintance with Miss Louise Olivier, Head of the Department of 
the Louisiana State University Extension on Acadian Handicrafts, 
through a visit to her at her ancestral home near Arnaudville, and 
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that I made the acquaintance of Madame J. B. Dronet in Erath and 
Madame Amboise LeBlanc in Maurice, both of whom are exception- 
ally skilled in Acadian handicrafts. Mr. M. J. Green’s father, Mr. 
D. P. Green of Scott, a professional apiculturist and a frequent 
lecturer at the South-Western Louisiana Institute of Lafayette on 
apian subjects, has checked my references to ‘Brent Winslow’s’ bee 
keeping and its far-reaching results, as has also Dr. Efferson. My 
descriptions of these are, of course, based on the important part 
which bees played in Salmon Wright’s experiments. The story of 
dislodging bees from a telegraph pole and the significant conse- 
quences of this seemingly trivial episode are factual, and like my 
fictional hero, Mr. Wright was a bee-keeper long before he came 
to Louisiana. 

For help with various aspects of Crowley’s early history, I must, 
first of all, mention Mrs. W. W. Duson, the widow of one of the two 
famous brothers who were the city’s brave and resourceful founders, 
and his daughter, Mrs, Mildred Cossey. (In this instance, I did use 
real names and actual characteristics in the novel, of course with 
permission.) Among others who have given me help with the early 
history of Crowley are Mr. and Mrs. C. D. Andrus, Sr., Mr. L. A. 
Williams, Sr., Mr. James Lormand and my kind neighbours, Mr. and 
Mrs. George Rollosson and Mr. and Mrs. Robert C. Broadhurst. I 
should also like to acknowledge my indebtedness to a radio script, 
mysteriously left at my door one evening when I was absent from 
Crowley, which contained a vivid account of the famous auction 
that took place in February, 1887, and of the events which led up 
to it and followed immediately thereafter. Careful checking has re- 
vealed that this script was surprisingly accurate as to detail, and it 
was the source of many ideas which, without it, might never have 
occurred to me, I am sorry that persistent questioning has failed to 
reveal both its authorship and its sponsorship. On the other hand, I 
am happy to say that it is due to the co-operation of Mr. Max 
Thomas, publisher of the Crowley Signal, that I have had access 
to the files of this excellent newspaper from the earliest days of its 
publication, and that its illustrations, as well as its text, have proved 
invaluable to me. 

Mrs. Vincent Daigle, formerly president of the Crowley Garden 

II 


Club, which is one of those most outstanding in Louisiana, and now 
State Chairman of the Landscape Design Committee, has given me 
much valuable information regarding the early gardens of the 
locality and Mrs. A. C. Maraist and Mrs. Louis J. Jumonville, who 
own and occupy two of the earliest and most attractive houses in 
Crowley, have permitted me to use certain characteristics of these 
in describing the home of which the young Villacs of my story were 
so justly proud. The New Orleans maisonette, its cabinets® and 
slave quarters, also have their prototypes in reality. The main house, 
as described, is patterned after one belonging to Mr. and Mrs. Frank 
Soulé; the double slave quarters, as described, are patterned after 
those of the equally charming house belonging to the eminent artist, 
Boyd Cruise, and his friend, Harold Schilke. I resorted to poetic 
licence in combining the two for fictional purposes, since the device 
made the lay-out, as a whole, better suited to my story; but both 
places, in their entirely, leave nothing to be desired from the view- 
point of attractiveness and faithfulness to the architectural scheme 
of the French Quarter. Though I have had the pleasure of knowing 
the Soulés, Mr. Cruise and Mr. Schilke for some time, and have 
visited them socially, it probably would not have occurred to me 
that I might also visit them with an ulterior purpose, had this not 
been suggested by Mr. Harold Leisure, President of the Society of 
Patio Planters and proprietor of the Plantation Book Shop. When I 
told Mr. Leisure I was looking for a certain type of house, indige- 
nous to New Orleans, which I had not previously featured in a 
story, he immediately suggested the two of which I have now so 
gratefully made use, for, with equal promptness, I recognized that 
his suggestion was a sound one. 

I have tried to be careful, in mentioning different varieties of 
camellias, to be sure that I did not assign any to this locality which 
were not actually to be found in South-West Louisiana, or available 


* Evidently cabinets of this character were not uncommon in Louisiana. 
Though I have not seen their equivalent elsewhere, I know of one other house 
in New Orleans which follows almost exactly the same floor plan as the 
Soulés’, and the St. Landry Anniversary Edition of the Daily World, in describ- 
ing the de la Morandiére house in Opelousas, states that it has ‘two large 
front rooms and two smaller cabinets behind them—a typical floor plan of the 
umes.’ (The italics are mine.) 
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for introduction here, at the period of my story. In this effort at 
accuracy, I have been greatly helped by Mrs. Frederick Nehrbass 
of Lafayette, Miss Mario Mamalakis, Assistant at the Library of 
South-Western Louisiana Institute in Lafayette, Mrs. Vincent Daigle 
of Crowley, Mrs. Sigmund Katz of Covington and the Religious of 
the Academy of the Sacred Heart at Grand Coteau. To these Re- 
ligious I am indebted not only for information about the camellias, 
which are one of the most venerable and beautiful adornments of 
this historic school, but also for information about its customs and 
celebrations, from the time of its founding until the present day. On 
several occasions, I have been a privileged guest at this institution, 
one of the most remarkable in the Deep South. Mrs. Lester Monte- 
gut of St. Martinville has shown me comparable hospitality and 
made a comparable effort in bringing alive the history of that 
delightful small city, formerly nicknamed the Little Paris of the 
South. Mrs. Joseph Cohen of New Orleans very kindly supplied me 
with necessary information in regard to the available courses at 
Sophie Newcomb at the period of the story. 

Mr. J. C. Carter, Executive Assistant, of the Public Relations De- 
partment of the Southern Pacific Lines in Texas and Louisiana, has 
been most co-operative in helping me to check on train schedules in 
the late °80’s and early ’90’s—in fact, I could not possibly have 
written about Mary’s trip from Crowley to Grand Coteau, via 
Lafayette, in such detail, without the information he has given me. 
A still greater act of courtesy lay in his kindness in having photo- 
stated for me the entire booklet, entitled Through Storyland to Sun- 
set Seas, when only one copy was found to be available, since, 
naturally, this could not properly be removed from the company’s 
files. 

Mr. Carter has questioned the authenticity of some stories asso- 
ciated with the founding of Crowley, in so far as these are connected 
with the Southern Pacific Railroad, as these appear in the source 
material I have collected and were told to me by the persons I have 
consulted. In fact, he states unequivocally, “We have checked care- 
fully through our records, such as are available, after a lapse of 
many years, and can find nothing to substantiate that Southern 
Pacific required a community or individuals to guarantee the agent’s 
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salary and other expenses for any period of time. It was the usual 
custom, in those early times, to extend our tracks into communities 
springing up ahead of our construction and take our own ree 
freight and passenger business. Therefore, we are inclined to thin 
the information you have with regard to this matter can possibly be 
in error.” Nevertheless, since it is obviously necessary to account for 
the naming of Crowley and the circumstances surrounding this, he 
has graciously consented to the adaptation for fictional usage of the 
accounts under consideration. 

Medical details have been checked by Dr. Martin Samson of 
Crowley, Dr. Nicholas Chetta of New Orleans and Dr. James D. 
Rives, also of New Orleans. Ecclesiastical details have been checked 
by the Reverend Vincent Liberto, O.M.I., of St. Mary’s Italian 
Church, New Orleans, 

In the matter of editorial assistance, my sternest critic and my 
most frequent adviser has again been Hermann B. Deutsch, Associate 
Editor of the New Orleans Item. But, as usual, his helpfulness has 
not been limited to the editorial field, He is an authority on a 
greater variety of subjects than almost anyone else I know, and it is 
no exaggeration to say that several chapters in this book could not 
possibly have been written by me, if I had not had his almost in- 
exhaustible fund of information, much of it based on practical ex- 
perience, on which to draw. I am glad to make this public acknow- 
ledgment of my great indebtedness, 

I also owe a debt of gratitude for straight editorial advice to 
Eleanor Carroll Brunner, who first came into my orbit many years 
ago, when she was Associate Editor of the old Delineator magazine, 
to which I was a regular contributor, and who, ever since, has sought 
to improve my work by constructive criticism, while enriching my 
life with her faithful friendship. In the meantime, she has occupied 
many important positions, outstanding among them that of Associate 
Dean and, for long periods, Acting Dean of the School of Journalism 
at Columbia University. She is quick to notice the omission of some 
detail or the superfluous inclusion of one, to detect a false note in 
any given conversation or scene, to find elucidation of a point which 
lacks clarity and, in all such instances, to make her opinion known. 
Withal, reading a script aloud to her — usually straight through a 
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long quiet night, often beside a glowing fire—is a source of peculiar 
pleasure, because of the absorbed interest, the objective attitude, and 
the whole-hearted enthusiasm which temper every criticism. I hope 
there will be many more such sessions under similar circumstances. 

Still further, I owe an additional debt of gratitude to Mary Alice 
Fontenot, whose helpfulness with this book has, by no means, been 
limited to the subject of rice, well qualified as she is to speak for 
that industry. Like Louise Olivier, her background and upbringing 
were such that her acquaintance with Acadian life has an intimacy 
and a warmth that no outsider could hope to capture without help. 
It was she who suggested that this particular story would be incom- 
plete without an account of a boucherie, and thereby unconsciously 
helped to forge an important link in the chain of events leading up 
to the denouement of the plot. It was she who thought of intro- 
ducing the character of a ¢raiteur, of adding many little touches to 
the scenes in the Villac-Primeaux household, and of giving a differ- 
ent twist to the way the characters felt, acted and expressed them- 
selves. It was she who said, “You must change Oncle to N’Onc and 
‘Nonsense!’ to ‘Foolishness!’ when you have a Cajun speaking.” It 
was she who insisted, “Yes, that is a song they would have sung if 
they had come from Lafayette, but if they came from Breaux Bridge, 
it would have been this one instead.” From the beginning to the 
end of the fourteen-year trek of which this story is the outcome, 
she has stood by, encouraging and praising, but also admonishing 
with scrupulous regard for authenticity. It is, however, to Miss 
Annie Campbell of Lafayette that I owe my first acquaintance with 
the alliance and the importance it played in Acadian life. I have 
already written an article on this subject, entitled ‘The Wedding 
Ring,’ which was published several years ago in This Week. 

I have already mentioned the helpful information given me about 
early camellias in this region by Mrs. Nehrbass —neé Marie Mouton, 
a charming and cultured representative of one of the oldest and 
most distinguished Acadian families; she has also made various 
other suggestions, based on inherited familiarity and life-long resi- 
dence in the region, and it was she who discovered and passed on 
to me the collection of old music, including the ‘Camellia Polka’ 
and other dances. Her husband, who, though originally hailing from 
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Wisconsin, has jong made her homeland his, has aided and abetted 
her in the recital of anecdotes, Their hospitable home has been one 
of my happiest havens during the long periods of exile from my 
own home which the writing of this book has necessitated. 

“The epic of rice and cane and cotton and cattle in these days— 
will someone write it? How this far South suffers in supplying these 
useful things!” These lines in Stella Perry’s fine novel, Come Home, 
struck me forcibly when I read it, and I was glad that I had at least 
tried to write part of the epic of cane in The River Road. Now, I 
have tried, just as hard, to do justice to the epic of rice; and I have 
faith to believe that eventually someone else will do justice to the 
epic of cotton and cattle; for I do know how the far South suffers 
in supplying these useful things. 

Frances PARKINSON KEYES 


The greater part of the work on Blue Camellia was done at Com- 
pensation, the place acquired in Crowley on purpose to give me a 
writing centre at the scene of my story. I was the happy possessor of 
the house and grounds comprising this pleasant property for ten 
years, but sold it under the mistaken impression that my work in 
South-Western Louisiana was practically done, so the book was 
finished in nearby Lafayette, where I was fortunately able to secure 
a pied-a-terre, Work on the book was also done at Beauregard House 
in New Orleans; The Oxbow at Newbury, Vermont; Pine Grove 
Farm, North Haverhill, New Hampshire; London, England; Paris, 
France and the s.s. Exeter of the American Export Lines while en 
route from New York City to Jerusalem. 
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blue Camellia 





PROLOGUE 





The Piece in the Paper’ 


March, 1886 


; | HE snow, which had fallen quietly at first, was now pelting 
against the window-panes, driven by a wicked wind; the storm 
was rapidly assuming the proportions of a blizzard. Mary 

Winslow replenished the kitchen stove, and then bent over the wood- 
box a second time, filling her arms with a supply for the bedroom. 
As she straightened up again, she surveyed the woodbox with grow- 
ing concern; it was already more than half empty and she would 
have to make another trip to the woodshed in the very near future. 
It was bitterly cold there, and the snow drifted in through the ill- 
patched roof and around the sills of the ill-fitting doors. However, it 
was not the cold and the snow and the wind that caused her concern; 
she was strong and healthy and young, she could take the weather 
as it came. But Brent, her husband, whom she loved with all her 
heart and soul, had been critically ill with pneumonia; and though 
their doctor had told her that the sick man was practically out of 
danger now, he had added cautiously, “That is, if he doesn’t catch 
cold again. You'll have to keep the house at an even temperature, or 
he may have a chill. And that could be disastrous, at this stage.” 
So far, Mary had kept Brent’s room at an even temperature, but 
she did not know how much longer she could do so, especially in 
such weather, The woodshed had been chock-a-block in the autumn; 
but its contents were disappearing fast and this was only March. Even 
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with a normal spring, there might well be two more months of cold 
weather. And nothing so far pointed to a normal spring, this un- 
timely blizzard least of all. Besides, wood was hard to come by; she 
had supplemented their stock as well as she could with corncobs, but 
those did not go far or last long in such weather; and coal was pro- 
hibitively expensive. 

She had pressed her lips together hard and shaken her head as she 
stood looking down at the half-empty woodbox. But she was smiling 
when she went into the bedroom with her load. Brent was well 
covered up, she was relieved to see that; while he had been delirious, 
he had thrashed around and thrown off the bedclothes faster than 
she could keep them tucked in. Now that the fever had left him, he 
was quieter and, though he sometimes protested at the number of 
blankets Mary piled on him, he did not actively prevent her from 
keeping them drawn up to his chin. He looked gratefully up at his 
wife and returned her smile rather ruefully. 

“T hate to see you toting a great armful of wood like that, Mary, 
just to keep me comfortable. But it won’t be long now before T'I 
be doing the toting and you can stay abed and rest, if you’ve a 
mind to.” 

“You know I’d never have a mind to unless I was sick, and I don’t 
expect to be sick,” 

“No, you leave that to me.” 

“T didn’t mean it that way, Brent.” 

“I know you didn’t. Just the same, you’re getting tuckered out, or 
you would be, if it was any woman but you, How you’ve stood it all 
this while, doing your work and mine, too, and nursing me at the 
same time...” 

“It’s only what any woman would do, under the circumstances.” 

“Maybe you think so. I know better. And I know you're getting . 
tuckered out. Or else you’re worrying about something. What is it, 
Mary?” 

Without replying, she opened the door of the stove, raked the fire 
expertly, and began to put the wood over the still radiant fire, a 
stick at a time. When she closed the door, she dusted off her hancs 
and then, crossing to the washstand, poured a little water into the 
basin and scrubbed them thoroughly. After that, she turned to the 
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neat array of bottles, glasses and spoons that stood on the dresser, 
flanked by two small pots of begonias, and began to measure out 
medicine. 

“What would you do to me if I said I wouldn’t take that unless 
you’d answer my question?” Brent asked teasingly. 

“Pd say that until now I’d always supposed Pd married a sensible 
man, not a peevish child.” 

He laughed and accepted the glass she handed him. “All right, 
you win. But you really don’t need to answer. Because I know you 
are worrying. Only I’m not sure what about. Is it because I’m not 
getting well fast enough to suit you? Or because you think Lavinia’s 
getting spoiled at her grandmother’s? Or what?” 

She took the empty glass from him. “I’m going to set this in the 
kitchen sink,” she said. “Then I’ll come back and stay with you a 
while, if you’d like to have me. But I wish you weren’t so bound and 
determined to talk about this, that and the other thing —it’s liable 
to start you coughing again, Why don’t you let me read to you for 
a while? Carl Rivers brought the mail this morning, before the storm 
got so bad. It was just the paper and a seed catalogue and an adver- 
tisement for patent medicine. It doesn’t look as if we needed to be 
thinking of seeds right off, and Dr. Nelson doesn’t hold with patent 
medicines, But there might be something in the paper . . .” 

She picked it up and glanced through the brief items of local and 
national news. None of them seemed likely to interest an invalid. 
Then her eyes fell on a startling announcement. 


LAND BUYERS! 
—From The— 
NORTH. 

a 
WEST. n EAST. 

d 
SOUTH. 

Will receive prompt attention by doing 
their business with 
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W. W. DUSON & BRO., 
RAYNE, LA., 
REAL ESTATE AND COLLECTION 
AGENT. 





I have many fine tracts of improved and 
unimproved lands in the parishes of St. Landry, 
Lafayette and Vermilion. All these lands 


ARE THE RICHEST 


in this section and will produce abundant 
yields. , 

All visitors coming to this region will be 
shown the surrounding country 


FREE OF CHARGE 


Underneath this announcement, which was set in boldface, was 
an article in smaller print. Mary read on with increasing absorption. 


“The south-west portion of Louisiana is a region of undulating prairies 
traversed by heavily wooded streams called bayous. The soil is productive 
and fertile and is especially well adapted to stock raising, the herbage on 
the prairies being excellent for fattening the herds of cattle which roam at 
will through the land, winter and summer, without shelter. The soil is 
clay loam, and bears fine crops of corn, cotton, rice, oats, cane, sweet and 
Irish potatoes and hay, while fruits of every species common to the United 
States and tropical climates can easily be grown. The bayous or streams 
are bordered with fine timber, principally oak, pine, cypress, hickory, gum 
and ash. In plain view from the car windows of the passing trains of the 
Southern Pacific Railroad is an orange grove which attracts considerable 
attention from strangers passing through the country by rail. 

“The climate is mild, healthful and salubrious. Work is possible in the 
open fields twelve months in the year. The rainfall is always abundant and 
droughts unknown and there are few failures of crops from any source. 
Diseases caused by cold weather and sudden changes are rare and in many 
districts unknown. 

“In fine, South-West Louisiana has everything the immigrant can ask 
for, who seeks a comfortable home where his labour will prove profitable 
to him —cheap lands, a fertile soil, a healthy climate, large and profitable 
crops. 
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“I guess there was something in the paper,” Brent remarked, 
puzzled by his wife’s preoccupied silence. “Mind letting me in on 
the news?” 

“It isn’t news, exactly. But — well, just listen to this!” Slowly and 
carefully, she read aloud to him the passages which had so amazed 
her. “It’s funny, isn’t it, that there should be an ad. and a story like 
that in one of our papers?” she said, when she had reached the end. 
“Louisiana — why, that must be nearly a thousand miles away! Who- 
ever’d be interested, around here, in Louisiana land or house lots?” 

“The man who put that ad. in the paper must have thought some- 
one would be. Ads. cost money.” 

Brent made the remark objectively, as if in fact it were no concern 
of his, Mary was not sure whether he had found the piece in the paper 
tedious or whether he was getting tired. The sound made by the 
wind had now risen to a howl and the snow, driven against the 
window-panes, was packed so high and hard against them that the 
room was growing dark, though it was not yet four o'clock. Mary 
rose, lighted the kerosene lamp that stood at the further end of the 
dressing chest, moved the little begonia plants, so that they would 
not get overheated, and put more wood on the fire. 

“I guess I’d better light the lamp in the kitchen, too, and have 
another look at the cook-stove.” 

“All right, but don’t stay out there long, will you?” 

“Just long enough to do what I said and see to your broth.” 

Mary went out into the kitchen and Brent lay still, thinking about 
his wife and child, but mostly about his wife. Lavinia, who had been 
named for his mother, was a sturdy little girl, whose flaxen hair was 
already long and thick enough to make two sizeable braids, whose 
big blue eyes looked trustfully and contentedly out on a pleasant and 
comfortable world, and whose plump person, rosy cheeks and abun- 
dant vitality all bespoke her thriving condition. He had no reason to 
worry about her, and he did not. He loved his daughter, of course; 
however, he loved his wife even more, and he had enjoyed being 
completely alone with her again, after eight years when Lavinia had 
always been with them and had logically laid claim to the major part 
of her mother’s attention. But he had not enjoyed being dependent 
on Mary. It was the man’s prerogative to care for his wife, not to lie 
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helpless when she ministered to him, as if he had been her child 
instead of her husband... . 

Mary came into the room and sat down again in the rocker, but she 
did not resume her reading. The one kerosene lamp did not give 
enough light for that and usually she busied herself with knitting. 
This time, however, she did not even pick up her work-bag, but 
clasped her hands together loosely in her lap. 

“Tired, aren’t you, Mary?” 

“No, I keep telling you I’m not. But it’s almost time to go out to 
the barn. Matter of fact, I think I ought to go early, The storm’s 
getting worse every minute and the drifts are bound to be bad. PI 
have to shovel my way through some of them.” 

Brent did not answer. Most of all, he resented the fact that Mary 
was doing the outside chores. Housework, of course, was a normal 
occupation for a woman and Mary had always made light of it. 
Brent had not objected, either, when she took over the poultry yard, 
but the livestock was something else again. He was alternately 
humiliated and enraged by the consciousness that she was milking 
the cows and bedding down the horses. It did no good for Mary to 
remind him she had read that in many parts of the world women 
did all the milking, or to ask him whether he had forgotten that her 
father raised horses and that she herself used to make the rounds of 
the stables with him. Brent’s rather curt reply had been that what- 
ever they did elsewhere, women did not milk the cows in Monroe, 
Illinois, and that, no matter what her father had done and was doing, 
her husband liked her to keep out of the barns. At least, this had 
been his reply when the matter was first discussed. They had long 
since ceased to discuss it, because he realized, as well as she did, that 
she would have to take over the barn work during his illness, whether 
he wanted her to or not. 
Pre aes eae that z least she had not been obliged to bother 
Mies neers ae were hibernating, in their well-protected hives, 

| burlap and located where they would be sheltered from 

the north wind, in the angle between the hen-house and the barn. 
Sereda: eee meee them to starve to death in 
the long cold winter pere He e ee roen 
A saw to it that they had plenty of 
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honey left for themselves before he wrapped them up and left them 
to their long sleep. Then, in the spring, he released them with joy, 
and spent long happy hours straddling the hives and watching the 
bees at their work. They never stung him and when they swarmed 
around him they seemed to make him one with them. But in Mary’s 
case, it was different. She had to tie a knitted ‘fascinator’ around 
her head, even in the warmest weather, when she went near the 
hives, because the bees got in her hair and stung her. Nothing she 
did and nothing Brent did could change this antagonism, which was 
mutual. If his illness had come in the summer, Mary would have 
suffered terribly, because of the bees. 

Brent turned slightly on his pillows, still without disarranging the 
bedclothes, and looked at his wife searchingly. She had said that she 
was not tired, and he knew she was very strong; but even if the 
gleam from the oil lamp was not bright enough to read by, it was 
still bright enough for him to see that she was much thinner and 
paler than she had been. It did not trouble Brent that Mary’s hair 
was no longer flaxen, but a soft brown, or that her cheeks were no 
longer the colour of ripe apples, but of wild roses, or that her arms 
and hands were slender instead of chubby; those changes had begun 
in adolescence and he had seen them take place, for he and Mary had 
been childhood friends and youthful sweethearts; the gradual trans- 
formation had made her more, rather than less, beautiful in his sight. 
He was proud, too, of her careful grooming and trim figure. She 
had never ‘let herself go’, like so many farmers’ wives; she had 
always been neat and pleasing to look at. But this new thinness, this 
new pallor, came from overwork and they were intensified by anxiety. 
If he had been doing his job, if he had kept well, Mary would not 
have been overworked or anxious. 

“I guess I’d better be getting under way,” she said, rising from her 
chair, with a slowness which still further betrayed her fatigue. “Is 
there anything I can do for you before I go?” 

“I’ve a notion I’d like to look at the paper for a while. You might 
hand it to me and set the lamp a little nearer.” 

“Tl bring in the lamp from the kitchen. That’ll help some. But 
promise you won’t keep on trying to read if it tires you.” 

“I promise, Mary.” 
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“And you must let me put that old wool jersey on you if you're 
going to get uncovered.” 

“All right. Mind you bundle yourself up, too.” 

As she bent over to kiss his forehead, he lifted his weak arms and 
held her tight for a moment while neither spoke. Then she went out 
to the kitchen and he could hear her moving about. Then the kitchen 
door slammed behind her, and the only sounds came from the wind 
and the snow and the timbers of the house, creaking in the cold. 

It was not much of a house. When he and Mary were married, 
Brent had expected that, within a few years, they would be able to 
have a better one; instead, they had not even been able to keep this 
one in proper shape. Outside, it had once been painted yellow, but 
the yellow paint was mostly peeled off now, leaving the clapboards 
a dingy grey. The house had no front piazza, just a small side porch 
towards the rear, leading into the kitchen; and though Mary tried 
hard to keep this small porch neat, it was inevitably cluttered with 
the utensils for which there was no space anywhere else. The side 
door, leading from the porch to the kitchen, was the one by which 
they habitually went in and out; indeed, the front door was so seldom 
used that it was hard to unlock and stuck when Mary tried to open it. 
The parlour was hardly ever used, it would have been one more room 
to heat, and the dining room, though they could get some heat from 
the kitchen, was not used much, either. Brent and Mary and Lavinia 
lived, moved and had their being in the kitchen and the two small 
bedrooms off it. There was running cold water in the kitchen sink, 
so Mary did not have to draw it from a well, as many neighbouring 
women did; but there were no other conveniences. Hot water for 
bathing and washing clothes and dishes was heated in the tea-kettle 
and in the boiler at the back of the stove. There was a small painted 
tin foot tub, with a tall tin pitcher to match, in the larger bedroom. 
Mary customarily used this foot tub and pitcher to provide supple- 
mentary baths for herself and for Lavinia. During Brent’s illness, 
Mary had also used the tin foot tub for his bath water; it was heavier 
and harder to lift than the china wash basin, but it was less likely to 
break; and the toilet set, decorated with a floral pattern, had been 


one of their wedding presents. She would have felt very badly if it 
had been incomplete through breakage. 
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Mary’s people were more prosperous than Brent’s, and when she 
married they had given her a plentiful supply of household linen, 
table china, including a set in the moss rose pattern for best, some 
thin pointed teaspoons that were made of solid silver, besides plenty 
of good silver plate, including even a tea set; the rosewood furniture 
upholstered in horsehair for the parlour, and of course kitchen pots 
and pans and mixing bowls. They had offered to do more. They had 
some furniture in their attic, which the first Garlands, who pioneered 
on the Illinois prairie, had brought with them from New England 
in covered wagons: a big tester bed with carved posts, a secretary 
with little slides that pulled out of hiding when you wanted to set 
candles on them, a gate-leg table adjustable to several sizes, a tall- 
boy with brass handles, a long case clock with a brass face. Brent 
and Mary were welcome to all these, her parents said. But Brent had 
declined to accept them, partly — though he did not say so — because, 
of course, nobody used old things like that any more, though he 
could understand why the Garlands clung to them out of sentiment; 
and partly — this he did say — because he wanted to buy some of the 
household gear himself, not to feel beholden to his wife’s folks for 
everything. So he had purchased light oak for the dining room and 
the nuptial chamber and, a year later, a painted crib for Lavinia and, 
a few years later still, a bedroom set for her, too. He had also bought 
pictures to go with the furniture: A Yard of Roses for Mary, A Yard 
of Pansies for Lavinia, because they both loved flowers so; and two 
prints of very romanticized farm scenes, one in summer and one in 
winter. He had been very proud of everything when he bought it, 
and Mary had seemed pleased with it, too. But as he lay in the bed 
with the plain high headboard and the equally plain footboard, and 
glanced at the washstand with its flowered toilet set and the dressing 
chest with its blurred mirror, he felt that they were hideous. 

Telling himself that this was only because he had been imprisoned 
with them too long, he tried to think about his outbuildings, his 
stock and his land, but the thought of these proved no more cheering. 
Not that they were any worse than those of most of his neighbours, 
but one of his sheds had collapsed in a previous storm and the barn 
was crowded in consequence. The herd comprised only low-grade 
cattle. The land needed more artificial fertilizer than he could afford; 
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and an untimely shower of hail had flattened his oats the previous 
year, just as they were ready to harvest. He was a farmer by up- 
bringing and experience, and it had never occurred to him that he 
might be anything else. But, for the first time, he began to wonder 
whether it would be possible to farm under different conditions, in 
a milder climate. 

Well, it would do no good to lie there brooding. He picked up the 
paper and, after looking at the local news, turned to the piece which 
had caused her such astonishment. It was easier for him to digest 
this, reading it to himself, than when she had read it aloud to him. 
But the effort tired him and, even with the two lamps, reading hurt 
his eyes. So, finally, he laid the paper down. But he did not stop 
thinking about what he had read. 

It seemed a long time before he heard the kitchen door slam again 
and felt the momentary draught of cold air which, try as she might, 
Mary could not keep out of the bedroom when one of the outside 
doors was opened. She called to him cheerfully : nothing was wrong 
in the barn; the reason she had not come back sooner was because 
the drifts were so bad; she had had to shovel and shovel. She would 
be in to fix his fire and bring him his broth right away. 

“Couldn't the broth wait? I want to talk to you about something.” 

“No, it’s time you had some nourishment and afterwards you 
ought to go to sleep.” 

“I shan’t go to sleep, Mary, until I’ve told you what I have on 
my mind.” 

She realized that he was in earnest and did not make the mistake 
of insisting. She started to pick up her knitting, before sitting down 
beside him. He held up a deterring hand. 

“Just a minute, Mary. I want you should go into the parlour and 
see if you can find my old geography book — or yours. Bring both. 
They might say something different.” 

“About what?” 

“About Louisiana. I want you to read me what both of them have 
to say about Louisiana.” 

“Why, Brent?” 


“T can tell you why better after you’ve finished reading to me.” 
She looked at him in a puzzled way and hesitated. Then, after a 
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moment, she disappeared into the cold parlour and presently re- 
turned with two battered old books. 

“Do you care which I read from first?” 

“Well, suppose you begin with mine. It’s a little older. Yours 
might be more up to date.” 

“Yes, all of three years!” 

She laughed and opened the smaller of the two dilapidated books, 
holding it so that she could get as much light as possible from the 
oil lamp. 

“Louisiana isn’t listed by itself in the Table of Contents,” she said. 
“But there’s a section devoted to ‘The Southern States.’” 

“Well, read me that.” 

Mary turned the pages until she came to a print, entitled ʻA Cre- 
vasse’, which graphically depicted a floating palace proceeding at full 
steam down a swollen river, cluttered with derelict houses and bor- 
dered by washed-out banks, where a few men seemed to be struggling 
to no avail amidst driftwood and the stark limbs of trees. “ ‘Lesson 
1; ” she read. 

“The Southern States occupy the south-eastern part of the United 
States, and, with the exception of West Virginia, lie along the coast 
of the Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of Mexico. South of Virginia, much 
of the country is low and level and in many places sandy, or marshy. 
Many of the sandy districts are covered with forests of pitch-pine, 
and are called pine-barrens. The marshy lands are chiefly near the 
coast and along the rivers. They are valuable for raising rice. The 
rivers of this section sometimes rise higher than the neighbouring 
land. Banks of earth, called levees, are thrown up along the sides of 
the Mississippi River, in Louisiana, to prevent that great stream from 
overflowing the country. The river, however, sometimes breaks 
through the levee, doing immense damage. Such a break is called a 
crevasse. The engraving is a representation of one. 

“Cotton is the most important product of the Southern States. 
Indian corn is raised in great quantities in all of them. Labour in the 
Southern States is performed, in a great measure, by Negroes, who 
form a large portion of the population.’” 

She stopped and looked towards Brent. “Are you interested?” she 
inquired. 
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“Very much, ‘Labour is performed, in a great measure, by Ne- 
groes.’ Thats what you said, isn’t it, Mary?” 

“That’s what the book said. Do you want me to go on?” 

“Yes, please.” 

“ ‘Lesson II — North Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia are 
especially rice growing states. South Carolina produces more rice 
than any other state, .. ?” 

“I wonder why South Carolina produces more rice than any other 
state?” asked Brent. 

“The geography doesn’t say. It says that Georgia produces more 
sweet potatoes than any other state and it doesn’t say why that is, 
either. Then it goes on to say that Florida has many unhealthy 
marshes and that in Louisiana sugar cane is raised. That’s practically 
all it says about the southern states.” 

“Let’s see what your geography says about Louisiana.” 

Mary laid down one book and picked up another. “This one 
groups the states differently,” she said. ‘“There’s a section called 
‘Nature of South Atlantic and Gulf States . . . North Carolina has 
no large cities,’”” she reported, reading at random. ... “In the 
mountains of Georgia are the richest gold mines east of the Rocky 
Mountains. . . . Florida contains no large cities... . In the nor- 
thern part of Alabama are quarries of fine marble. . . . Texas has 
no large cities, . . . Austin, capital of the state, is a small town situ- 
ated on the middle course of the Colorado River. Galveston is the 
princtpal commercial city of Texas. It is situated on a fine bay... 
New Orleans is the only large city of Louisiana... .’” 

“Well, we seem to have come to a large city at last. But actually 
I don’t care so much about those. What else does the book have to 
say about the nature of those states you’re roaming around in?” 

“‘These sections include the warmest parts of the United States. 
The winter is mild in all of them. The soil is generally fertile. The 
higher lands produce cotton, corn and sweet potatoes. The lowlands 
produce rice, tobacco, Sea Island cotton and, on the Gulf Coast, 


sugar cane. Note — South Carolina produces more rice than all the 
other states taken together.” 


“Is that all?” 


“Ies about all I can seem to find that I think would interest you.” 
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“Well, I guess it’s enough. Sounds pretty good, doesn’t it? Mild 
climate — fertile soil — plenty of willing labour. How’d you like to 
go south, Mary?” 

“How would . . . Brent, what are you talking about?” 

“Pm talking about moving to Louisiana. I don’t know about you, 
but I’ve had all I want to take of blizzards and pneumonia and 
working night and day just to make both ends meet. I’ve had enough 
of seeing you work night and day, getting more and more peaked 
and pale while you’re doing it. I’ve had enough of seeing you worry 
about things you won’t talk about, for fear they'll worry me. As 
soon as I’m on my feet, I’m starting for Louisiana to have a look at 
some of the land advertised in this paper.” 

He picked up the paper, which was still lying beside him on the 
bed, and handed it to her. 

“You said you wondered who'd be interested in an advertisement 
about Louisiana, way up here in Illinois,” he said. “Well, I'll tell 
you: I’m interested. And I hope you won’t start telling me this is 
just a notion I’ve taken because I’m sick and weak. I may be weak, 
but I’ve got all my senses about me. And I hope you won’t start 
telling me we can’t afford the trip, let alone the land; we’ve got a 
little in the savings bank, thanks to you, and when we’ve sold this 
place and the stock on it, we’ll have more. I’m just as sure as I’m 
lying here that we’ll improve our lot and our child’s lot by leaving 
here.” 

Mary had stood looking at him speechlessly, but tenderness and 
trust were mingled with the astonishment in her gaze, and suddenly 
she dropped on her knees beside his bed and took his hands in hers. 

“Tm not going to start telling you anything,” she said, “except 
that, since you know what you want to do, I'll help, every way I 
can.” 
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PART ONE 








Jona than F: ant 


March, 1886—February, 1887 


CHAPTER ONE 


AVINIA WINSLOW did not enjoy visiting her Grandfather 
and Grandmother Winslow as much as she enjoyed visiting 
her mother’s parents, Grandfather and Grandmother Gar- 

land. Grandfather Garland raised horses, and was in and out of the 
stables and pastures all the time that he was not out riding and 
driving and going to auctions and harness races, He took Lavinia 
with him wherever she wanted to go, which was everywhere he 
went. He was a heavy man, not fleshy but thickset, and his laugh 
was hearty enough to shake all of his stocky frame. His cheeks were 
very red and Lavinia had heard it explained that this was not be- 
cause he was a drinking man, but because he spent so much time 
out of doors. He wore high boots and heavy serviceable clothing, 
and almost always carried a long tasselled whip in his hand, though 
Lavinia had never seen him use it. 

Grandmother Garland did not laugh and joke as much as her hus- 
band, but it was plain to Lavinia that she enjoyed having him do so; 
her face, which was always smiling anyway, brightened still more 
whenever he came into the sunny room where she sat. She was a 
cripple, confined to a wheel-chair, but she seemed very happy and 
she made everyone around her happy—her husband and her un- 
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married daughter, Sally, and her only grandchild, that ts to say, 
Lavinia herself. This was all she did, except a little needlework, but 
it never occurred to Lavinia that Grandmother Garland, who made 
everyone so happy, was not a useful woman, until she heard her 
Grandmother Winslow say so, in the course of that long visit during 
the time her father was sick, 

“You couldn’t ask for better housekeepers than Mary and Sally,” 
Grandmother Winslow said to a caller, referring to Lavinia’s mother 
and aunt. “But if you asked for my opinion, it’s because they both 
found out, before they were knee high to grasshoppers, that if they 
didn’t do the work nobody would. Sarah Garland’s never so much 
as lifted her little finger, since I can remember.” 

The caller had not asked for Grandmother Winslow’s opinion 
and, to Lavinia’s intense joy, she now came to the defence of 
Grandmother Garland. “The poor woman couldn’t, could she? 
Crippled as she is with rheumatism and suffering a lot, most 
likely.” 

“She wasn’t crippled when she married James Garland,” retorted 
Grandmother Winslow. “She was out going to dances, here, there 
and everywhere. She’s not a God-fearing woman, either, any more 
than her husband’s a God-fearing man.” 

Apparently it was because Grandfather and Grandmother Gar- 
land were not God-fearing that Lavinia had been sent to stay with 
Grandfather and Grandmother Winslow while her father was so 
sick. Why people were supposed to fear God, when they were also 
admonished to love Him, was one of the many things that was 
puzzling to Lavinia, for she had never been in the least afraid of 
anyone she loved. But it was quite true that the Garlands did not 
go to church every Sunday, much less twice every Sunday and to 
Wednesday evening Prayer Meeting besides, like the elder Winslows, 
and they did not lay much stress on Sunday School, either. But 
Grandmother Garland had her Bible on her lap quite as often as she 
had her fine needlework, and she read aloud from it to Lavinia — ex 
citing stories about David and Daniel, beautiful stories about Ruth 
and Mary. Lavinia learned a great deal more about them from her 
than she did from her other grandmother. 

That long visit which she did not enjoy very much finally came 
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to an end and she went home. Her father was up and about now, 
part of every day, and helped her mother with the chores more and 
more all the time; but he tired very quickly, and went to lie down 
during the day, besides going to bed very early at night — so early 
that he generally did not even try to go to sleep, but instead lay 
and talked to Lavinia’s mother, who sat beside him and sewed. 
Lavinia was put to bed early herself and she was not always sleepy, 
either; so she could not help overhearing, through the open door 
between their rooms. 

“Of course, I won’t do anything rash, Mary. Ill go down and 
have a look at the lay of the land before I start selling off here. I 
know I mustn’t just shut my eyes and jump.” 

“That’s the sensible way of looking at it, Brent. And of course 
you won't try to take a journey like that until you’ve got your 
strength back.” 

“Well, I don’t know. Sometimes I think it might help to get my 
strength back if I could feel I'd made a start. But I’d hate to leave 
you with all the work to do while I was gone. And as soon as the 
weather’s warmer, we’ll have to begin thinking about spring plough- 
ing and planting. You couldn’t do that.” 

“I’m sure we could find someone who’d help.” 

“We didn’t, before. . . . Of course, we could try to sell right 
away —house, land, stock, everything—and you and Lavinia could 
go and stay with my folks while I was away.” 

“Tm sure they wouldn’t approve of such a hasty action, Brent. 
When it comes to that, I’m not sure 7 would. But I’m not going back 
on my word. I'll do whatever you think best. Only . . . if you de- 
cide to sell and not to plant, couldn’t I go and stay with my family 
while you’re away, instead of yours?” 

“You know Father and Mother wouldn’t approve of that, either. 
And it would make a lot of extra work for Sally.” 

“No, it wouldn’t. I'd help with the work. It would really be easier 
for her. She wouldn’t be so tied down. She could get out once in a 


while. It troubles me sometimes, Brent, to think 
had a chance.” 


“A chance?” 
“Yes — a chance to marry. I’ve been so happy with you, Brent, that 
34 


that Sally’s never 


I want Sally to have the same kind of happiness — married happi- 
ness.” 


Lavinia did not hear any more after that; either her parents 
lowered their voices, or she really was sleepy by that time, anyway. 
But afterwards, she kept thinking about what she had heard; she 
wondered why Aunt Sally had never had a chance to be happy, for 
Aunt Sally had always seemed ready for fun, like Grandfather Gar- 
land, whom she resembled much more than she did Grandmother 
Garland. She was rosy cheeked and chubby and loved a good joke. 
Lavinia thought that her father and mother must really be mistaken 
about Aunt Sally, so she did not worry long about that; but she was 
more concerned over the rest of their conversation and, the next day, 
when she came home from school, she began questioning her mother, 
who was in the kitchen, ironing. The door leading into the main 
bedroom was closed, and Lavinia realized that her father must be 
taking a nap. She spoke very softly. 

“Mother, is Father going away?” 

“Perhaps. . . . What made you think he might be?” 

“I heard you and him talking about it last night, after I had gone 
to bed. I didn’t try to listen. I just happened to hear.” 

“It’s all right, darling. Father and I would have told you about it 
presently, anyway. Only nothing's settled yet. We thought it might 
puzzle you if we talked to you about it while everything is so un- 
certain. And perhaps it would be better not to tell anyone else what 
you overheard, or thought you overheard, just yet, either, because 
other people might be puzzled, too.” 

Lavinia nodded. She did not want to admit that she Aad been 
puzzled, but she was pleased at being permitted to share a family 
secret which would puzzle outsiders. 

“If Father does go, he won’t stay away from us long, will he?” 

“No, just a short while— only long enough to find out about 
making a new home for us.” 

“Isn’t this our home?” 

“Yes, but Father thinks perhaps we could have a better one, some- 
where else.” 
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“Where else?” 

“In Louisiana.” 

“Where’s that?” 

“It’s in the South, where the weather’s warm and pleasant all the 
year round and the ground’s very fertile—that is, very good for 
crops. I'll show you a map, if you like to have me, and read you 
what our geography books say about Louisiana.” 

Lavinia nodded again, a little more doubtfully this time. She had 
never looked at a map close to and she was a little ashamed to con- 
fess it, for there was a big tattered one on the wall of the school- 
room, to which she had seen the teacher pointing with a long stick 
when the latter was giving geography lessons to the boys and girls 
older than Lavinia; but none of her own class-mates studied anything 
except reading, writing and arithmetic. 

“Would Father sell our house before he got us another one, 
better ?” 

“He might. That isn’t decided, either, darling.” 

“But then we wouldn’t have any place to live, unless -—” 

She did not want to say, “unless we went to stay with Grandfather 
and Grandmother Winslow.” She did not want her mother to know 
that she had not been happy there during that long visit. 

Her mother folded the garment she had been ironing and came 
over to the chair where Lavinia was sitting and put her arms around 
her little daughter. 

“I don’t think Father will sell our home until he has a better one 
for us,” she said. “But if he does, we’re going to stay with Grand- 
father and Grandmother Garland. While you were at school this 
morning and Father was resting, I went to see my mother and talked 
all this over with her. I’ve always found, Lavinia, that it helps to talk 
things over with my mother. So she knows about our plans, too. And 
everything’s settled, at least about our visit. Let’s go and tell Father 
together, shall we? I think he must be awake by now.” 


When the warm weather finally came, Brent Winslow went to 
Louisiana and Lavinia and her mother went to stay with Grand- 
father and Grandmother Garland. But their house was not sold yet; 
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it was only rented to a young man named Jonathan Fant, who had 
said he did not mind keeping house for himself, and who had agreed 
to plough and plant and look after the stock while Father was gone, 
if he could have a job for the rest of the summer and a chance to buy 
the place, if Father should decide they could have a better home in 
Louisiana than in Illinois. 


CHAPTER TWO 


OBODY seemed to know much about Jonathan Fant at first, 

Lavinia least of all, and Grandmother Winslow did not hesi- 

tate to refer to him openly as a tramp and to hint, less openly, 
that he might be an escaped convict. He simply came to the house 
one day on foot, and rang the front door bell, the one that was 
hardly ever used. Lavinia went to answer it, because Father and 
Mother were both out at the time, and she was nearby, having stolen 
into the parlour and found the old geographies. She was trying to 
locate Louisiana on the map when the door bell rang. Jonathan Fant 
smiled at her in a nice way and asked if her father and mother were 
at home. When she said well, they were out doing the chores, he 
seemed surprised and said, “What, both of them?” So Lavinia ex- 
plained that Father had been sick and that, though he was better, 
Mother was still helping him, and Jonathan Fant said, “Perhaps I 
could help, too. I’m looking for work.” Then he went off to find 
them and by and by all three returned together and Lavinia dis- 
covered that Jonathan Fant was going to stay for supper. Next it was 
decided that, as it was so late, he had better spend the night, and 
Mother said she would fix a shake-down for him in the parlour, 
because there was no other place. When they went in there, the old 
geographies were lying on the floor, because Lavinia had not had a 
chance to pick them up, and she admitted she had been looking for 
Louisiana and asked Jonathan Fant if he knew anything about maps. 
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He said well, he ought to, and the next thing they were all sitting 
in the parlour together. 

When he had located the map of the ‘South Atlantic and Gulf 
States’ and read aloud from the accompanying text, he laughed and 
turned back the pages until he came to one which had only a few 
sentences, completely unintelligible to Lavinia, and underneath these 
some numbers and a strange word, c-0-p-y-R-I-G-H-T. She read the 
numbers aloud, as Jonathan Fant pointed them out to her. 

“1-8-6-7,” she said. “What does that mean, Mr. Fant?” 

“It means this geography’s almost twenty years old — nineteen, to 
be exact,” he said, 

“It’s the one I had when I was in school,” Lavinia’s mother ex- 
plained. “The only other one we have is the geography Brent used, 
and he was three years ahead of me in school. So that’s older still.” 

“I see. Well, I can tell you that there’s been quite a change in 
those sections during the last twenty years. This book doesn’t say 
much about South Carolina, except that it’s a rice-growing state, but 
Charleston’s a fair-sized city — around 50,000. And I wouldn’t call 
Austin a ‘small town’ exactly. 

“Tm not so much interested in large cities as I am in a mild 
climate and generally fertile soil. Those conditions haven’t changed, 
have they?” 


“No, those haven’t changed. Not in South Carolina, anyway. I’ve 
lived there most of my life.” 

“You have! Then perhaps you can explain why it produced more 
rice than any other state for a long time, and why now it produces 
more than all the others put together.” 

It was Father who had spoken both times, and he sounded very 
much interested, Jonathan Fant laughed. 

“Tm afraid I can’t, especially because I don’t believe it does, any 
more. But I can tell you how rice happened to be grown there in the 
first place, if you’d care to have me. It’s a rather interesting story.” 

“Yes, please tell us.” 

Jonathan Fant closed the old geography and leaned back comfort- 
ably in his chair. “About two hundred years ago, a ship going from 
Madagascar to England was blown off its course by a bad storm — do 
vou know where Madagascar is, Lavinia?” 
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“No, I never heard of it.” 

She had the impression that Father and Mother had never heard 
of it, either, though this time they did not speak. Jonathan Fant 
reopened the geopraphy and leafed through it until he came to the 
map of Africa; then he pointed out the island of Madagascar lying 
alongside its coast. Next he found another map, showing the two 
hemispheres, and traced the course that a ship might take in going 
from Madagascar to England. Lavinia looked on in fascination. 

“It’s a long way, isn’t it?” she said at last. “Lots of things could 
happen if you were going such a long way.” 

“Yes, Lots of things could happen. Lots of things did happen. 
And finally, the ship was so badly damaged in a storm that the cap- 
tain had to make land in Charleston. Charleston’s a very important 
city and it has a very fine port.” 

“And what happened then?” Lavinia asked breathlessly. 

“Why, the storm blew over, and the ship was repaired, and went 
on its way. But before he left, the captain gave the colonial governor 
a small package of rough rice. The governor had this seed planted and 
pretty soon there was enough rice grown to supply not only South 
Carolina, but all the neighbouring colonies, Presently, it provided 
the wherewithal for a thriving export trade, too.” 

“And all this prosperity was just an accident, in the beginning?” 

This was Father speaking again. Jonathan Fant answered rather 
slowly. 

“I suppose you could call it an accident. Or maybe not. You know, 


“ “There is a tide in the affairs of men, 
Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune. 
Omitted, all the voyage of their lives 
Is bound in shallows and in miseries.’ ” 


Mother looked up quickly. “Is that from Shakespeare?” she said. 

“Yes, Julius Caesar.” 

Mother and Father both seemed to be thinking intently. Then 
Father said, “That’s what I believe. That’s what I’ve been trying to 
tell my family. But they’re hard to convince.” And Mother said, “I’m 
not. Because I believe something else. I believe that sometimes, when 
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we can’t see our way very well along some unfamiliar path, God 
leads us on until it’s bright and clear again.” 

“Yes, that’s possible, too.” 

Again there was a deep silence in the parlour. By and by Mother 
asked another question, that seemed to have no connection with what 
she had said before. “When Brent asked you if you could tell him 
why South Carolina led all the other states in the production of rice, 
you said you couldn’t, because it didn’t any more. But since then, 
you’ve said that this small parcel of rice the captain gave his friend 
the governor soon supplied enough not only for that colony, but for 
all the neighbouring colonies. What happened?” 

“You’ve heard of the War Between the States, haven’t you, Mrs. 
Winslow? And the Reconstruction Period?” 

Up until then, Jonathan Fant’s voice had sounded as if there were 
a laugh behind it somewhere, all the time, even though he had 
actually laughed only once or twice. Now his voice was stern, the way 
the minister’s was in church sometimes, and it was sad, too, the way 
Mother’s had been when Father was sick and she was so worried. 

“The War Between the States?” Mother repeated. 

“Oh, excuse me. The little skirmish called the Civil War, north 
of Mason and Dixon Line. But I believe the term ‘Reconstruction’ 
is used in all parts of the country.” 

“ve heard about them, of course,” Mother said rather hastily. 
“But they didn’t happen to touch our family very closely and there 
wasn’t any fighting around here,” 

“They touched us plenty close in South Carolina and in lots of 
other places, too. Some people in those places have been finding it 
mighty hard, since the war, whatever you call it, to believe in the 
beneficent hand of God, Mrs. Winslow. I might mention Louisiana 
among those places, since you seem to be so interested in that state. 
There was quite a lot of rice grown there, too, not so much for 
export, but for plantation and local use, especially down on the Delta 
and along Bayou Lafourche. Also, sugar, cotton, corn, sweet potatoes 
and tobacco.” 

“There was a piece in our home-town paper——” Mother began. 
But Jonathan Fant interrupted her and now he was laughing again, 
though not in the same way he had before. 
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“What, one of the Dusons’ broadsheets? They’re sending those 
out by the thousands, mostly to the Middle-west. I reckon they can’t 
get much of anyone in Louisiana to listen to them.” 

“Who are the Dusons? Do you know them? Why won’t anyone 
in Louisiana listen to them?” 

Father and Mother were both talking at once again, and they 
sounded not only interested but excited. Jonathan Fant shrugged 
his shoulders. 

“Yes, I know the Dusons, I’ve spent quite a little time in Louisiana 
myself, first and last.” 

“Tell us about it. Tell us about them.” 

“All right. The Dusons are a couple of mighty smart promoters, 
whose father settled in Breaux Bridge.” 

“Breaux Bridge?” 

“Yes, that’s a village in South-West Louisiana. ... Then he 
died, leaving a widow and several children — among them, C. C. and 
W. W., as they’re always called. These two boys were the mainstay 
of the family and I must say they did a good job. They herded cattle 
and worked in sawmills, moving from one small settlement to 
another, but all in the same locality, and eventually they opened a 
store in Plaquemine Brulee — another little village. Finally, they went 
into the real estate business in stil] another small place — there aren't 
anything but small settlements around there. This place where they 
went into real estate is called Rayne now. It used to be called Poupe- 
ville. At least, Poupeville was a little farther south, maybe a mile or 
so; but when the Southern Pacific got its right of way, and the lead- 
ing citizens found out that the railroad would by-pass Poupeville, 
they up and moved every building there by ox team.” 

“So the village of Rayne és on the main line?” 

“Yes. It’s had regular train service for three or four years now. 
And it’s been well laid out. I don’t know why the Dusons weren't 
satisfied to stay there — they were doing well by that time. But they've 
got a bee in their bonnet about dividing the parish where Rayne is, 
St. Landry-—” 

“The parish?” 

“That’s what counties are called in Louisiana, parishes. Well, as I 
was saving, the Dusons got a bee in their bonnet about dividing St. 
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Landry Parish in two, and founding a town in the new one that 
would be the parish seat. One of the brothers made some kind of a 
crude sign, labelled ‘This is the site of the new court-house,’ and 
stuck it in a crawfish hole. Now he’s bought up a weekly paper that 
has just started publication in Rayne and is arranging to move the 
plant over to this imaginary parish seat of his. Next, he started send- 
ing out advertisements telling everyone about the wonderful future 
of this undeveloped prairie. I don’t know who he thinks would 
believe him.” 

“I believe him,” Father announced surprisingly. “What’s more, 
I’m going down to have a look at that undeveloped prairie for my- 
self. I think something could be raised on it. And I’m going to make 
a point of meeting those Dusons. Men who’ve done what you said 
they’ve done already aren’t just smart speculators. They’re far-seeing 
pioneers. Moving a whole settlement by ox team to get it on a rail- 
road! ... You’re more than welcome here, Mr. Fant, and I’ve 
enjoyed talking to you. What’s more, you’ve given me a lot of new 
ideas and a lot of information that'll be helpful to me and I’m sure 
you can give me a lot more. But it’s getting late for a working man 
to be up. Unless you can think of something more my wife and I 
could do to make you comfortable, we'll bid you good night.” 


CHAPTER THREE 


| AVINIA was not sure, afterwards, how much of that evening’s 


conversation she actually remembered, without prompting, 

and how much of it she thought she remembered, But the 

purport of it all was very vivid, and not nearly as perplexing to her 
as many of the things that were said and done before and after. 

For instance, there were all the questions Grandmother Winslow 

had asked and all the comments she had made when she heard about 
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Jonathan Fant. Why did he need to look for work in Monroer A 
man who could spout Shakespeare ought to be able to get a teacher’s 
position almost anywhere; unless he had some kind of a criminal 
past, he would not be going from house to house, asking if anyone 
needed a hired man. Of course, his people must have been Seces- 
sionists, since he had talked about the War Between the States instead 
of the Civil War, and since he made those harsh allusions to the just 
policy of Reconstruction. But she would say this: whoever and what- 
ever he was, he evidently had shed enough light on that piece in the 
paper, so that Brent would give up the idea of going off on a wild 
goose chase. Anyway, she never, in all her born days, had known of 
anything so downright crazy as wanting to give up a good farm and 
go off to some God-forsaken place at the other end of the world 
because of an advertisement in a newspaper. Folks with their wits 
about them knew that advertisements were just a pack of lies — you 
had only to look at the claims of patent medicines! And now this 
Fant fellow came right out and said the pretended paradise was 
nothing but a barren prairie! 

When the same story about Jonathan Fant’s appearance in their 
midst had been told Grandmother Garland, also in Lavinia’s 
presence, the pleasant old lady was inclined to agree with her 
daughter. “Of course, you shouldn’t make decisions hastily,” she 
said, “except when you find you can make them instinctively. Per- 
haps this is one of those times.” Mary said that was just the way she 
and Brent felt, and then Grandmother Garland suggested that they 
should all come over to dinner on Sunday, and by ‘all’ of course she 
meant to include Jonathan Fant. 

Grandmother Garland had put on her best lace cap, the one that 
was almost as fine as a cobweb and trimmed with pink ribbons — she 
always wore pretty caps, but this was the prettiest of all, one that 
gave her a winged look, from the way it was set on her soft white 
hair. She had on her best dress, too—a pink cashmere. She had 
several cashmere dresses, none of them in ‘old lady colours’ which 
she said she despised; but this was made in the most becoming way 
of all, with a deep fichu of the same lace as the cap. Aunt Sally also 
wore her best dress —a challis with little bunches of bright flowers 
scattered all over a pale blue ground. Lavinia was glad that she and 
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her mother were dressed up, too, though their best was never as 
pleasing to her as Grandmother Garland’s and Aunt Sally’s — a plaid 
wool for her, a brown grenadine for her mother. And of course, 
since it was Sunday, and they had all been to church, the men had 
on the neat black suits that they never wore at any other time. At 
least, Grandfather Garland and Father did. Jonathan Fant had on a 
grey suit that looked a lot more comfortable than theirs, and he wore 
it as if he were used to wearing his best clothes most of the time, 
which was another mysterious thing because, after all, the other hired 
men Lavinia had seen looked rather ill at ease in their best clothes. 

For the first time, Lavinia noticed that Jonathan Fant was very 
good looking. Up to then, she had only noticed that he had crinkles 
around his eyes when he laughed and that he was taller and slimmer 
than any of the other men she knew. Now she discovered that his 
eyes were unusual, too — neither blue nor brown, but green in some 
lights and almost yellow in others, shielded with very long lashes 
and sleepy looking part of the time because his eyelids drooped over 
them, but sparkling when he opened them wide. She thought the 
way he wore his hair — long over a very white brow — strangely be- 
coming, and next she noticed that he had beautiful hands. It was the 
first time it had occurred to her that hands could be beautiful. The 
ring he wore was beautiful, too, though it had no coloured stones in 
it, only some queer carvings that meant nothing to Lavinia, 

Dinner at Grandmother Garland’s was very good, all sorts of 
fixin’s to go with the baked chicken, and ice cream as well as pie 
for dessert. Aunt Sally had got out the best tablecloth and the best 
china, so everything looked as nice as it tasted, But that was not the 
only reason the occasion was such a success. Jonathan Fant made it 
a success. It turned out that he knew a lot about horses and he talked 
with Grandfather Garland about those, He also knew a lot about the 
Bible and he talked with Grandmother Garland about that. And he 
talked with Aunt Sally about a little of everything, including him- 
self, so no one had to ask him any questions. It turned out that his 
mother had come from a place in Louisiana called St. Martinville, 
and that she had met his father, who came from Charleston, at a 
party in New Orleans, where she was visiting relatives and he had 
gone on business. It had been a case of love at first sight. 
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“Such things do happen sometimes, you know,” he said gaily, 
addressing the company at large. And then he had looked across the 
table at Aunt Sally, who had blushed deeply, and sprung up, saying 
she must go and get some more ice cream, and Jonathan Fant had 
sprung up, too, saying he would help her. 

They were gone quite a few minutes, and after they came back to 
the dining room, and everyone had more ice cream, nobody said 
anything about getting up and clearing the table or doing the dishes. 
While they sat there peacefully, Jonathan Fant told them all more 
and more about himself, He still went to visit his mother’s people 
every now and then ~in fact, he had been there fairly recently. And 
how far was St. Martinville from Rayne, where those Dusons lived, 
Father wanted to know. Oh, only about thirty miles as the crow 
flies. His people did not have their plantations any longer; they had 
held on to them during the war, but lost them soon afterwards. His 
Grandfather and Grandmother Arcenaux were still living; they kept 
urging him to come to St. Martinville and make his home with them, 
but nothing would induce him to. There was practically no land 
connected with the house where they lived now, and he liked land — 
that is, good land, like this up here in Illinois; not over-cultivated 
land, like that in South Carolina, or land that might be good for 
something some day, like that the Dusons were talking about. Be- 
sides, the Arcenaux were very old now and lived entirely in the past. 
They hardly ever even went out on the gallery, much less in the 
yard any more, though the yard was pretty, even if it was small. The 
only time his Grandmother Arcenaux bothered to pick flowers was 
when she wanted to put them on the family tomb. She still did go 
regularly to the cemetery... . 

“What kind of flowers does she have in her yard?” Lavinia’s 
mother interrupted to ask. 

“Why, all kinds! Paper white narcissi in January, day lilies and 
iris in the spring, chrysanthemums for All Saints’, camellias from 
October to April, roses all the year round——” 

“Roses all the year round! Camellias from October to April!” 
Lavinia’s mother echoed unbelievingly. 

“Well, of course, if there’s a bad drought, you don’t get roses in 
mid-summer. And I’m not sure she has the earliest and latest varieties 
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of camellias any more, because she’s neglected everything so. 
But——” 

“What kinds does she have? What colours?” 

“Why, all the ordinary kinds — Alba Plena, dead white; Governor 
Mouton, named for a neighbour of ours, red and white; Colette, 
that another neighbour brought home from France; Colonial Lady, 
variegated. There are almost all colours — except blue, of course.” 

“Mary’s crazy about flowers,” Aunt Sally broke in. “To hear her 
talk, you’d think she’d rather have camellias than diamonds — not 
that she’s ever seen one. She’d probably be disappointed if she did 
~ unless it was blue.” 

“No I wouldn’t. I’ve read about them, and I know. They’re simply 
beautiful and———” 

“You interrupted Mr. Fant, Mary. The rest of us were interested 
in everything he was saying, not just the part about the flowers.” 

There really wasn’t much more to say about the Arcenaux, Jona- 
than Fant went on. Most of the time they just sat in the parlour 
and looked at a picture of the house on the plantation they had lost. 
When they did talk, it was about life ‘before the war’; though the 
war had been over more than twenty years now. It was the same in 
South Carolina, Not that he was surprised, because Carolinians — or 
Louisianians, either, for that matter — found the war hard to forget. 
His father’s people had gone through even more than his mother’s 
people — their plantation had been destroyed and nearly every male 
member of the family had been killed or maimed for life. The 
women had mostly grieved to death or starved to death — anyhow, 
very few of them had had the stamina to survive. He had been 
brought up in Charleston by a great-uncle and a great-aunt who had 
not lost quite as much as the rest of the family. By scrimping and 
saving, they had managed to send him to the University of Virginia, 
which was where all the Fants had gone, in better days. Virginia 
was coming back to normal faster than the states farther south and 
there was less bitterness there~or, if it were there, it was less 
apparent. On the whole, he had enjoyed life at the University. He 
had never been much good at mathematics or science, but he learned 
languages easily and he loved to read. Of course, French came to 
him quite naturally, as that was what they mostly talked in St. 
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Martinville still and, as a matter of fact, so did a good many people 
in Charleston, where the descendants of the French Huguenots were 
so numerous. He read French and English classics with equal enjoy- 
ment and facility and he was grateful to the University for giving 
him a better understanding and appreciation of both. He supposed 
he could have stayed on in Virginia, but again it was a question of 
land and he didn’t own any there and he had no money to buy any 
then. So he had gone back to South Carolina and had got a job as 
overseer on the plantation that had once belonged to some distant 
kinsfolk. 

“What do they raise there?” Lavinia’s father wanted to know. 

“Just the usual things—rice, cotton, corn, oats. More and more 
corn and oats all the time. Rice isn’t the money crop any more and 
there aren’t enough good cotton pickers.” 

“Do you like the people who own the plantation now, Mr. Fant?” 
This was Aunt Sally speaking. “Are they nice people?” 

Well, they were rich Yankees and they had paid well, Jonathan 
Fant replied with his crinkly smile. Only, of course, working on 
someone else’s land was not like working on land of your own. So 
he had saved the money he made working on this plantation and 
when the great-aunt and uncle who had brought him up died, they 
had left him their house and its contents; so he had sold the house 
and most of the things in it — to other rich Yankees. The sale hadn’t 
meant wealth for him, to be sure, but it had meant independence. 
He was free to go anywhere he chose. . . 

“But how did you happen to choose Monroe?” Lavinia burst out. 

“Well, you see——” he began. Then he glanced away from Aunt 
Sally, at whom he had been gazing steadily most of the time he was 
talking, and looked at Grandmother Garland instead. She answered 
for him. 

“I’ve been corresponding with Mme. Arcenaux of St. Martinville. 
Louisiana, over the years,” she said quietly. “Her daughter, 
Arthemise — Mr. Fant’s mother —and I met at Saratoga Springs, 
when we were both brides —it was a great place for honeymooners 
from both North and South in those days, especially honeymooners 
who were interested in horses, as well as each other. We never met 
afterwards; but we wrote each other frequently, until we were both 
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too busy with our babies for much letter writing. But when 
Arthemise and her husband both died, so tragically, during the war, 
I wrote a letter of condolence to Mme. Arcenaux. In answering, she 
said it would mean a great deal to her if I would continue the corre- 
spondence — with her. I meant to, but somehow I didn’t very long; 
it seemed to be harder and harder for me to find the time to write.” 
It was like Grandmother Garland to put it that way instead of saying 
that her painful rheumatism made any activity harder and harder. 
“But after Brent began to ask questions about Louisiana and to talk 
about going there, I remembered Mme. Arcenaux. So I wrote to her, 
apologizing and explaining the situation at the same time. She wrote 
back right away, saying she was delighted to hear from me, and 
there was a special reason for that, too: her only grandson, Jonathan 
Fant, was visiting her and he was very restless. He didn’t want to 
stay in the South and he felt he’d like to have a look at the Middle- 
west. She thought our problem might be the solution of his, So here 
Jonathan is and I’m sure I’m speaking for everyone when I say that 
he’s very, very welcome!” 

She looked around the table, smiling at them all, There was a 
moment of startled silence. Then Jonathan Fant shifted his gaze 
again, this time towards Brent Winslow. 

“The Old South is dead,” he said, speaking in that sad, stern way, 
with no laughter behind it, which had disturbed Lavinia once before. 
“Believe me, I know.” 

“May be,” Lavinia’s father answered evenly. “But the New South 
isn’t. I’m as sure of that as you are of the other.” 


That evening another long conversation took place in her parents’ 
parlour, but Lavinia did not hear it. She was tired when they reached 
home after the big Sunday dinner and she was willing to go to bed 
early. The next evening, when she came home from school, Mary 
told her it had been decided that Father could start for Louisiana 
right away, because Jonathan Fant was going to look after the farm 
while he was gone and that, meanwhile, she and Mother were going 
to stay with Grandfather and Grandmother Garland. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


OTHING very exciting happened while Father was gone. 
He did not write often and, when he did, the letters began, 
‘Dear Folks,’ and ended, ‘Aff.’ and were rather impersonal. 
“Train trip pretty tiring, but New Orleans worth it. Never expected 
to like a city, but this one is different. Will tell you more about it 
when I get home.” . . . “Climate everything I hoped for and more. 
I don’t see why almost anything shouldn’t grow here. Have stayed 
overnight at St. Martinville with the Arcenaux, who were very kind; 
but they live entirely in the tragic past, like Jonathan told us; and, as 
I told Aim, I’m looking to the future. So I got more out of staying 
with folks like the Daigles, who keep a store and are part Canadian, 
part Indian by descent; at the ‘Cove’ near Rayne with the Gossens, 
German immigrants who homesteaded there when things were really 
rough — wild hogs and long-horned cattle kept getting in their way 
—and who have now built a lake for irrigation and are raising rice; 
and with Mr. Jean Castex, a French carpenter in Mermentau — quite 
a variety! They are all prospering, so I don’t see why I can’t, too. 
The prairie isn’t barren, it’s just uncultivated. And Mary will be 
crazy about the wild flowers — banks and banks of sweet smelling 
violets and masses of bridal wreath and quantities of blue flag, which 
is similar to what she raises and calls iris; but in Louisiana it doesn’t 
require any cultivation, so she won't have to wait until she can 
plant a garden to have flowers. Mrs, Arcenaux is going to give Mary 
slips of her camellias. I wrote down the names so I could be sure to 
tell you about them. There is one called Opelousas Pink, and another 
called Wax Leaf and another called Elegans, all short stemmed and 
floated in bowls when they are brought into the house; then there 
is one called Dixie that has long stems and is put in tall vases just 
like roses.” 
The letter about the flowers was the longest one Brent wrote and 
the one that gave Mary the most pleasure. There was another one, 
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very short, in fact, only one sentence long, “Have met the Dusons, 
they are both grand fellows and are trying hard to get action from 
the railroad,” and Lavinia heard her mother say that Brent must 
have thought this was terribly important, or he would not have spent 
money on postage, just to say that. 

Lavinia was very contented with Grandfather and Grandmother 
Garland, especially after she was through school for the year and 
could be outdoors nearly all the time. In fact, she was not at all sorry 
to have left home, where there were no horses, except those actually 
needed for farm work, because she was never so happy as when she 
was out romping and riding. Two or three times a week she went 
with her mother and Aunt Sally when they drove over to ‘straighten 
things out’ for Jonathan Fant, to leave the clean clothes they had 
washed and mended for him and the delicious food they had cooked 
for him. He always seemed glad to see them, and made no objections 
to their tidying processes; but he never failed to assure them that he 
was making out all right. 

He handled the stock and the bees well, and it was plain that he 
not only loved the land, he knew what to do with it. He ploughed 
and planted more of it than Lavinia’s father had ever done and 
talked about further development of the pastures. He also doubled 
the little flower garden in size, rearranging to better advantage such 
perennials as iris, peonies and moss roses, and adding other varieties 
to the annuals like sweet peas and nasturtiums and zinnias which 
had, hitherto, been almost its limit. He said he was sorry he could 
not add camellias, especially blue camellias, as that really would have 
made a difference. However, the greatest difference Lavinia noticed 
was in the house. He asked her mother if she would mind if he 
moved some of his books into the parlour, and then he said he had 
a few family pictures he would like to put around, too, if no one 
had any objections; they came by express, as had the books, and 
proved to be very pretty pictures. The parlour did not look like the 
same room when he had installed these belongings of his, and he sat 
there and read every evening, when he was not over at the Garlands’ 
house. Sometimes he played the piano for a while. Lavinia had never 
heard a man play the piano before; she had supposed they never did. 
She knew that some families had one and that little girls began to 
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take music lessons, when they were ten or eleven, but she had never 
thought of a piano in any other connection. Jonathan Fant said he 
thought he could teach her, too, if she would like to learn, and she 
said she would, very much. So, though she was only going on nine, 
she began to take music lessons with Jonathan Fant, and presently 
she was having French lessons, too. She did not mind taking lessons 
in vacation, because he made them so interesting. 

One day, when her mother and Aunt Sally went up to the attic in 
the Garlands’ house, to put the winter clothes away in mothballs for 
the summer, Lavinia asked if she couldn’t help, and then Jonathan 
Fant asked if he couldn’t help, too — with the heavy carrying and 
lifting and all that. But after they had climbed the steep attic stairs 
and had all arrived, a little breathless, he stood staring at the old 
four-poster and the old secretary and the rest of the old things that 
had been stowed away there. 

“What perfectly wonderful furniture!” he exclaimed. “Why on 
earth don’t you use it in——” 

Lavinia had thought he had started to say, “instead of what you do 
use?” but he checked himself and Aunt Sally and Mary both looked 
at him inquiringly. 

“Father and Mother offered to give it to me, when I married,” 
Mary said. “But you see, it’s very old—Father’s people brought it 
with them when they came to Illinois from New England. 
So——” 

“Very old. I should think it was! Old and beautiful enough to be 
very valuable. Those early cabinet-makers certainly knew their craft. 
Well . . . when you move to Louisiana, you’d better send for it— 
the way I sent for my pictures and books and piano.” 

“Of course, it isn’t certain yet that we’re moving to Louisiana,” 
Mary said. 

Nothing more was said just then, and, in the excitement of her 
father’s return, which occurred a few days later, Lavinia forgot all 
about the furniture for the time being. 

Brent walked in on them, entirely without notice, just as they were 
sitting down to supper one stifling hot evening in August. They 
sprang up from the table with one accord except, of course, for 
Grandmother Garland, who had to sit quietly in her wheel-chair. 
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He hugged and kissed his wife, and then he tossed Lavinia up and 
down two or three times, getting nearer his mother-in-law’s chair as 
he did so. Somewhere along the way, he gave Aunt Sally a rather 
casual peck on the cheek; but there was nothing casual in the way he 
bent over Grandmother Garland. Then he straightened up agair. and 
began shaking hands with Grandfather Garland and Jonathan 
Fant. 

“You're looking like a different man, Brent. That’s a good healthy 
tan you've got and I believe you’ve put on weight.” 

“Well, it’d take some doing not to get tanned in the kind of sun- 
shine they have down where I’ve been. And I’ve gained ten pounds. 
I weighed myself in the depot the day I left and again tonight when 
I got home, so I know. I guess it’s partly what I’ve been eating. I’ve 
got some new ideas about food to pass on to you, Mary — not that this 
isn’t a mighty fine stew. But wait until you eat a stew made out of 
crawfish |” 

“Is it really all just wild prairie where you went?” 

“No. There are patches of land under cultivation. And there could 
be a lot more — there will be.” 

“You wrote that you met the Dusons and that you liked them, but 
you never told us whether they got their railroad through where they 
wanted to,” 

“You bet they did. Not that it was easy for them. . . . You re- 
member about Rayne —the place that had its name changed from 
Poupeville and that was moved from one location to another by ox 
team? Jonathan told us——”’ 

“Yes, yes! What happened next?” 

“Well, while some of its leading citizens and those of nearby 
Prairie Hayes were discussing which of the two places would be 
better for the new parish seat, C. C. Duson got busy. He was general 
manager, by that time, of the South-Western Louisiana Land Com- 
pany, with headquarters at Opelousas.” 

“What a funny name!” 

“Tt’s an Indian name,” Father explained. He seemed perfectly 
willing to talk now, as if he were trying to make up for all the things 
he had not said in his letters. “Opelousas was the Confederate 
capital of Louisiana for a little while, during the war, though it was 
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a small city then and still is. It’s about forty miles from Rayne. C. C. 
persuaded Alphonse Levy, the president of the company, that they 
ought to buy a tract of land still further west — about six miles from 
Rayne. They got the whole tract for eighty dollars — 170 acres or 
more — that’s less than fifty cents an acre, isn’t it? And they made 
definite plans for laying out a city on it. Told just how wide all the 
avenues and streets would be — good and wide, too — just how these 
should be named and numbered. And they decided to call this model 
place Parkerson, after some other prominent citizen. Then, after they 
thought everything was under control, including the right of way, 
the Southern Pacific refused to place a station and agent in this new 
‘city’ unless the Dusons would guarantee the agent’s salary and 
various other expenses for six months. But C. C. got around the 
bosses. He brought some pressure to bear on the ground that the 
station at Estherwood——”’ 

“Estherwood?” 

“Yes, that’s another nearby place. Another story, too. Let me get 
on with this one first, will you? It’s about all I can do to tell one 
at a time, particularly as I’m trying to get something to eat, 
too.” 

Brent reached for some more stew, while Mary refilled his cup and 
went to the oven for the few biscuits which still remained in the pan. 
“As I was saying,” Brent continued, ‘“Duson hinted that the railroad 
didn’t have a clear title to the ground the Estherwood station was on; 
and one dark night, it was surreptitiously moved by flatcar from its 
original location to a new one—right by the model city that still 
existed only on paper. A mile or so west of there was a spur track 
that had been laid when the railroad was being built—one crew 
coming from the west and the other from the east. The crew from 
Orange, Texas, was in charge of a genial Irishman, named Pat 
Crowley, and his men, who liked him a lot—he had risen from 
section hand to roadmaster — generally referred to it as the Crowley 
Switch. It didn’t take much argument to persuade them — and him 
—to move this spur slightly to the east, and the job wasn’t done 
surreptitiously this time. On the contrary, here was quite a celebra- 
tion — a bottle of champagne was broken across the track, and as the 
fizz water went bubbling into the ground the crew christened their 
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handiwork the ‘Crowley Switch’ in honour of their boss. What’s 
more, the city that the switch connected with the main line was 
named Crowley, instead of Parkerson.” 

“That’s just the opposite of the story Jonathan told us about 
Poupeville, isn’t it? Remember? The people moved it by ox-cart so 
it would get on the railroad and now it’s Rayne. That’s right, isn’t 
it, Jonathan?” 

“Yes — or so I’ve always understood. That time, Mohammed went 
to the mountain. This time, the mountain went to Mohammed. I 
reckon no one but the Dusons could have managed to pull off a coup 
like that.” 

The reference to Mohammed and the mountain was somewhat 
puzzling to most of Jonathan’s hearers and particularly so to Lavinia. 
On the other hand, it was clear to all that when the Dusons set out 
to do something, they accomplished their purpose. 

“So Crowley is really a city already?” Mary exclaimed. 

Brent grinned. “Well, there’s a depot — of sorts. And I understand 
that a blacksmith shop, a livery stable and a company store are going 
up pretty soon,” 

“Brent, you couldn’t call that a city, even in fun! Why on earth 
weren't the Dusons satisfied to stay in Rayne, where they were doing 
so well? Did you ever find out?” 

“Not for sure, There are two or three stories about that, too. One 
is that they went to Mermentau. . . . Look, couldn’t I just have 
some pie and——” 

“Oh please, Father. Please tell us what happened when they went 
to Mermentau. Then we won't ask you any more questions.” 

“All right, but remember you promised. It had to do with money. 
Some have it that they decided to fish, after going there on business, 
and then discovered they didn’t have enough money along to buy the 
necessary tackle. They took it for granted they could get this on 
credit, but the store wouldn’t let them have it. Another story is that 
they did confine themselves to business, but that when they tried to 
buy land on the waterfront, the prices were out of all reason. So 
instead, they bought that tract I told you about — at forty-five cents 
an acrel I believe they knew what they were doing. Just the same, 
Mermentau, right on a river like it is, would have made a good 
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port. Crowley’s twelve miles from that stream and almost as far from 
Bayou Queue de Tortue.” 

“What’s a bayou, Father?” 

“Look here, you promised. This time I really am all through 
teaching you geography or current history or whatever you choose to 
call it. Please pass the pie.” 


It was so late before they finished supper that, without much dis- 
cussion, it was decided Brent should spend the night at the Gar- 
lands’ and that the next day he and Mary would move back into 
their own house and Jonathan Fant would move out. There was no 
discussion at all as to where this move would take him. Everyone 
knew. 

Nevertheless, after Brent and Mary had gone to bed, Lavinia, who 
was occupying a trundle in the same room, realized that Jonathan 
Fant was again the topic of conversation. 

“I didn’t like to say this at supper, Mary. But I didn’t know where 
Id find you, and I stopped by our house first on my way from the 
depot. I’d hardly have known it.” 

“Yes, Jonathan has made a good many improvements.” 

“I suppose they are improvements. But it doesn’t seem like my 
house — of course, I mean our house—any more. Why, the par- 
lour-——” l 

“But don’t you think it’s pleasant that way, darling, and — and 
livable? We never had much use out of the parlour before. Now 
it’s used all the time. And all those books and pictures and then 
the piano. . . . Do you know, Brent, I think Lavinia’s got quite a 
good deal of musical talent. Jonathan’s giving her lessons and .. . 
If we go to Louisiana, will there be anyone who can give her music 
lessons? And French lessons?” 

“If we go to Louisiana! Why, it was all settled, before I went 
away, that we were going! My trip was just to look over the lay 
of the land.” 

“Yes, I know. But since then——” 

“You told me you’d be glad to go. You said that whatever I 
wanted was what you wanted, too. You don’t mean to tell me that 
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you've been influenced by this tramp, so that you’ve changed your 
mind?” 

“He’s not a tramp! He’s the son of one of Mother’s oldest friends! 
He’s a kind, cultured gentleman!” 

“Mary, I don’t like the way you’re talking.” 

“I can’t help it. I think you’re being very unfair. The changes 
Jonathan made are improvements. And he hasn’t made anywhere 
nearly as many as he might have. He says all that furniture up in 
the attic is very beautiful — very valuable. He doesn’t see why we 
don’t use it instead of —-” 

“Instead of the furniture I bought you for a wedding present?” 
He had forgotten momentarily that he himself had taken a dislike to 
it when he was sick. It suddenly seemed beautiful to him again. 

“Well, we might as well give the old furniture to Sally for her 
wedding present,” Mary said. “Of course, Father and Mother wanted 
me to have it, but if were never going to use it——-” 

“Mary, this is the first time I’ve heard that you wanted to use it.” 

“I didn’t appreciate it before. But I do now. And I think Sally’d 
better have it. Because I’m sure she and Jonathan are in love.” 

“What!” 

“Tt was love at first sight. Jonathan said so himself.” 

L “Well, of course, if that’s the way things are . . .” Brent did not 
finish the sentence, and when he went on, the rising anger was gone 
from his voice. “How could Sally leave your mother?” he asked 
thoughtfully, but not resentfully. 

“She couldn’t, They’d live right here, for the present.” 

“And our house would be empty?” 

“I suppose so, for the present, anyway. Jonathan could go back 
and forth between the two places — after all, it’s what he’s been doing 
while you’ve been gone. Jonathan could still stay here and help 
Father with the horses. He knows a lot about horses, Father would 
be glad to have him.” 

“Well, of course, if that’s the way things are——” Brent said again 
and left his sentence unfinished. It was Mary who went back to 
what he had said before. 

“You know it wasn’t I who suggested leaving our home, Brent. 
It was you. And you didn’t seem to mind. You said we’d have a 
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better one. I thought you didn’t care what happened to that one. 
I didn’t think you’d mind if it were changed or empty.” 

“No, I don’t mind,” Brent said slowly. “That is, I don’t mind 
much. But I think maybe the sooner we get started for 
Louisiana...” 


They did not get started right away, however, after all. Brent was 
very much excited when the news came through that a separate 
parish, called Acadia, had been formed from the south-west portion 
of St. Landry in accordance with the Duson’s schemes; also, that 
Crowley was to be the new parish seat, likewise in accordance with 
their schemes; and that the plant of their newspaper, The Signal, 
had been moved there from Rayne. It was easy to see that he was 
actually itching to be off; but he agreed it was only fair he should 
stay in Illinois until the crops were all in, since Jonathan Fant had 
worked so hard to do well with them, alone, up to then. Jonathan 
had taken all of his things out of the younger Winslows’ parlour 
immediately, and had apologized for not doing so before Brent’s 
return; of course he would have, he said, if he had only known when 
Brent was coming. His books and pictures and piano were now in 
the Garlands’ parlour, which was a good deal larger than the Wins- 
lows’, and looked very well there. Both Grandfather and Grand- 
mother Garland seemed to be pleased to have these additions to their 
belongings and, as for Aunt Sally, she was delighted with them and 
with Mary’s offer to give her the old furniture stored in the attic. 
In fact, Aunt Sally seemed to be delighted with everything these days, 
and though she had always been rosy and merry and chubby, she 
was now rosier and merrier and chubbier than ever. It turned out 
to be quite true that she was planning to marry Jonathan, and Brent 
realized that she would want to have her sister present at the wed- 
ding, besides really needing her sister’s help to get ready for it, 
especially as Grandmother Garland was getting frailer and frailer all 
the time. She had never been one to refer to her crippled condition 
if she could help it, but finally she spoke to Brent about it. 

“I do hope I’m going to live to see Jonathan and Sally safely 
married, Brent.” 
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“Why, of course you are! You're going to live for years! What 
ever put the idea that you weren’t into your head?” 

She smiled without answering. Lavinia, who was sitting in the 
corner, studying her French lesson, looked up quickly from her book 
and saw the smile. She suddenly felt forlorn and a little frightened. 

“I didn’t say I wasn’t,” Grandmother Garland answered, still 
smiling. 

“But you said——” 

“Well, what makes you think 1 was talking about my miserable 
body? I might have been talking about something else.” 

“You don’t think Jonathan Fant would go back on Sally, do you? 
Why, no man could do a thing like that to a girl like Sally! And 
she worships the ground he walks on.” 

“Yes, she does. And no—no, I don’t think he’ll go back on her 
— once they’re married. I think he’ll make her a good faithful hus- 
band. But he’s been a rover for a long time, Brent. It’s hard to 
change the habits of years. He’s talking now about returning to 
South Carolina before the wedding. It seems there are some matters 
there he wants to wind up, and some more things he wants to have 
sent here.” 

“That sounds reasonable. But why doesn’t he marry Sally first and 
take her along? It would make a fine wedding trip for her.” 

“I thought of that myself, Brent, and I thought of suggesting it 
But I refrained. There are lots of things a woman thinks of that she’s 
Wiser not to mention to a man. I’ve learned that. But Sally hasn’t, 
I’m sorry to say. She did suggest it and Jonathan didn’t think well 
of the suggestion. He says he’d rather be married after Christmas.” 

“After Christmas! Why, then I couldn’t get started back to 
Louisiana until some time next year!” 

“Well, early next year. Would you mind waiting that long?” 

“Yes, I would. Once I’ve decided on a move, I want to make it.” 

He did not change his mind about this, but Jonathan Fant did not 
change his mind, either. As soon as the crops were in, he left for 
South Carolina, with rather vague references as to just when he 
would return. Aunt Sally went ahead with the preparations for her 
marriage, and everyone talked about the wedding that was to take 
place soon after Christmas, with Lavinia for flower girl and all the 

58 


neighbours invited in for a big supper. But Aunt Sally did not look 
as rosy or seem so merry as before he went away, and she grew 
thinner, and Grandmother Garland kept looking frailer and frailer 
and growing more and more helpless. And every time they saw 
Grandmother Winslow, she sniffed when she asked if they had heard 
when Jonathan Fant was coming back and Lavinia knew that meant 
she did not believe he intended to, ever. Lavinia began to be afraid 
she was right. 

He wrote very nice letters, not only to Aunt Sally, but also to 
Grandfather and Grandmother Garland and to Lavinia herself. He 
likewise sent them all very nice Christmas presents; but he still did 
not say just when he was coming back. And, early in January, 
Grandmother Garland died one night in her sleep, so quietly that not 
even her husband knew she was dead until morning. 

They wired Jonathan Fant and he arrived in time for the funeral, 
much to Grandmother Winslow’s discomfiture. He seemed to under- 
stand that it comforted Aunt Sally to cry on his shoulder and have 
him stroke her hair while she did so; that it was an effort for Mary 
to make the funeral arrangements; and that Grandfather Garland 
did not want to talk at all, as he sat hour after hour staring straight 
ahead of him, his massive frame shaking, as it always had, but not 
with laughter any more. They all realized that Jonathan was griev- 
ing, too, not only because Grandmother Garland had died, but be- 
cause he had not seen her again before her death. At the services, he 
sat with the family, beside Lavinia; he held her hand and every now 
and then he unobtrusively gave her a clean handkerchief. Then, the 
next morning, the wheel-chair, which had confronted them all with 
its appalling emptiness, was gone. None of them ever saw it again, 
and they all knew Jonathan Fant had quietly disposed of it in some 
way that would hurt them least and they were all very grateful to 
him. 

There was only one thing he did not do which all of them, con- 
sciously or unconsciously, were waiting for him to do: he did not 
say anything more about marrying Aunt Sally. 

It was Mary who finally spoke to him on the subject. She was at 
the Garlands’ house a great deal, going through her mother’s be- 
longings; rightly, she had reasoned that it would be less painful to 
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do all this immediately than to allow a certain period to elapse and 
then return to the task, reviving the poignancy of the loss. Aunt 
Sally could not see it that way; she shut herself up in her room and 
cried, and sometimes Mary sent Lavinia to stay with her, telling her 
to keep very quiet but adding that often, when people were unhappy, 
it helped them to have someone they were fond of near at hand. So 
Lavinia tiptoed in and out of Aunt Sally’s room, Aunt Sally did not 
always notice when the little girl stole in, because she herself was 
lying on her bed, with her face muffled in the pillows while she 
cried; and Mary did not always notice when the little girl stole out, 
because she herself was preoccupied looking at old valentines or 
counting old teaspoons. 

The day that Mary spoke to Jonathan about Aunt Sally was one 
of the times she did not notice that Lavinia had come back to the 
room where she was working. She was sitting at a desk, very busy 
with its contents and, though she did see Jonathan, that was because 
he came and stood so close beside her and because his footsteps had 
made a slight sound as he came across the floor, But she had her 
back to the door and Lavinia had paused near the threshold, not 
wanting to interrupt when she saw that her mother and Jonathan 
Fant apparently had something important to say to each other. 

“Will it bother you if I sit down for a few minutes?” Jonathan 
asked Mary. 

“No. I’m at a good stopping place and I’ve been wanting to talk 
to you anyway.” 

“That’s good. Because I’ve been wanting to talk to you.” 

“Shall I begin or will you?” 

“Td rather you began, It might help with what I have to say.” 

“Al right. It’s this, Jonathan. I know you’ve hesitated to —to do 
much love-making, so soon after Mother’s death. I know you've 
been careful to show respect to her memory and to consider our 
feelings — Sally’s feelings. But I honestly believe it would be a com- 
fort to her if—~” 

“I have infinite respect for your mother’s memory. But it wasn’t 
on that account I’ve refrained from making love to Sally. It wasn’t 
on account of Sally’s feelings, either. It was on account of my 
own. 
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“But this loss can’t be such a deep personal grief as it is for the 
rest of us.” 

“No. I was referring to an entirely different kind of feeling.” 

“I don’t know what you mean, Jonathan.” 

“Don’t you, Mary?” 

“No. If I did, I wouldn’t ask you.” 

“And you are asking me?” 

“Yes.” 

“All right then. Remember I didn’t tell you until you did. I'm not 
in love with Sally. I’m in love with you.” 

Mary sprang up, scattering the papers she still had on her lap as 
she did so. 

“How dare you——” she began. But she could not say any more, 
for Jonathan took hold of her shoulders and pressed down on them, 
not roughly, but hard enough to force her back into her chair. Then 
he continued to stand over her, preventing her escape. 

“Remember I didn’t tell you until you asked me to,” he repeated 
compellingly. “So don’t ask me ‘How I dare’ and go on to remind 
me that an honourable man doesn’t tell a married woman — especially 
a woman with a child — that he’s in love with her. I was attracted to 
Sally, superficially, when I first saw her. She’s a very pretty girl, in 
her way — comely might be a better word for it. I didn’t dream she’d 
take my casual compliments seriously or that anyone else would. I 
didn’t realize her complete lack of sophistication. And evidently I 
underestimated my own powers of attraction — for her, At all events, 
the first thing that I knew she was assuming that we were engaged.” 

“Assuming!” 

“Yes. That’s what I said and that’s what I meant — assuming. I 
never asked her, in so many words, to marry me.” 

“Perhaps not in so many words. But you must have given her to 
understand——”’ 

“She misunderstood. I don’t think your mother did. I think she 
guessed. At least, I think she guessed I wasn’t anywhere nearly as 
much in love with Sally as Sally was with me. I don’t think she 
guessed I was in love with you. I hope not.” 

“You hope not! That’s a pretty mild way of saying it! She would 
have died if she’d thought” 
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“Well, she did die, didn’t she, Mary?” 

For a moment, heavy silence hung over the room. Then Jonathan 
spoke again, less harshly. 

“That wasn’t fair. 1 don’t think she died of grief, or shame, or 
anything of the sort. I think she died of perfectly natural causes and 
I think she died with her mind at rest. I think she knew I'd left 
because I didn’t feel too sure then whether or not J could go through 
with this marriage. I think she wasn’t certain I was coming back — 
until just before the end. Then I wrote her that I was coming back. 
You'll probably find the letter before long. I think it comforted her, 
that she died happier because of it. I think she’d been worrying 
about Sally before she got it—about Sally’s hurt pride at being 
jilted.” 

“A lot more than hurt pride is involved and you know it.” 

“Oh yes, I know it. I wasn’t going to put that too plainly, either. 
But you’ve asked me again to say something I wouldn’t have said 
otherwise. She was worrying about Sally’s unrequited desire, about 
her need for fulfilment through physical union, about her thwarted 
maternal instincts.” 

“Jonathan Fant, will you stop!” 

“In just a minute, I’m ready now to go through with this mar- 
riage, if Sally will stop crying long enough to make the necessary 
preparations for a suitable ceremony, But I’m not ready to go through 
with it under false pretences. I want Sally to come to her senses first. 
I want her to admit that, though I’m proposing marriage now, I 
never did before, and I want it understood that I’m not being cajoled 
or coerced into this by her urgency or her tears. I’m doing it because 
it seems the most sensible possible arrangement under all the circum- 
stances. I can’t expect you to get rid of Brent, or to leave your child. 
I can’t expect you to stay at home and have a surreptitious affair with 
me; it would hurt your conscience terribly and whether you believe 
it or not, it would hurt mine a little, too. Besides, I think you're 
pretty fond of Brent and, that being the case, you wouldn’t put much 
warmth into an affair with another man. You see I’ve thought over 
all these phases of the situation and decided that they’re all either 
impractical or undesirable or both. But I’d like to be a member of 
your family and see as much of you as I can within the reasonable 
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bounds of decency. And don’t make a mistake. I think Sally’s an 
attractive girl and J think she'll make a good wife. I’ll do my best 
to be a good husband and make our marriage a success. But if it 
fails, I don’t want you to tell me afterwards that this was all my 
fault. Because, no matter how hard | try, it probably won’t be as 
much of a success as it would have been if I’d fallen in love with 
Sally instead of you.” 


Darkness had completely closed in when Mary and Lavinia 
reached home. Brent had finished all his chores and was sitting at 
the kitchen table reading his paper. There was no sign of supper, 
and Lavinia was afraid her father might be rather cross about this; 
he was still inclined to be resentful over late meals. However, he did 
not say a single word about supper. When Mary opened the door, 
he jumped up and rushed towards her and Lavinia, waving his paper 
excitedly. 

“Listen to this!” he exclaimed. And then, before either of the 
others could say a word, he began to read : 


“CROWLEY, LA.—LANDS! LANDS AND LOTS FOR SALE. 
AUCTION SALE WILL TAKE PLACE FEB. 10, 1887—OF TOWN 
LOTS IN CROWLEY, AND 150,000 ACRES OF GOOD LANDS 
SITUATED IN ACADIA, ST. LANDRY, LAFAYETTE AND CALCASIEU 
PARISHES, SOUTH-WESTERN LOUISIANA LAND COMPANY, 
OPELOUSAS, LA., OR W. W. DUSON, GENERAL MANAGER, RAYNE, 
ACADIA PARISH, LA.” 


He flung the paper down on the table and looked at his wife, his 
normally firm mouth quivering. 

“I know that’s less than two weeks off,” he said excitedly. “But 
I’ve got to go. This is my big chance — our big chance. Don’t tell me 
you can’t get ready to go, too. You’ve got to get ready. This time 
you and Lavinia have got to come with me.” 

“Yes, Brent, I know we have,” Mary answered, 


The night before they left their old home, Brent walked through 
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the yard to the outbuildings a second time, after the chores were 
done, and he let Lavinia go with him, though it was later than she 
usually stayed up. He walked past the hen-house without even stop- 
ping, and he did not linger in the barn, though he did stop briefly 
in front of each stall. But when he came to the beehives, on his way 
back to the house, he stayed and stayed, looking down at them. The 
hives were all still snugly wrapped in their winter coverings, so he 
could not watch his bees at work, as he did during the summer. But 
Lavinia knew that he was longing to do so, and that he was going 
to feel sorry a long, long time, because he had not been able to say 
good-bye to them. He had not bothered to say good-bye to the 
chickens, and he had not minded saying good-bye to the cows and 
horses; but this was different. The chickens did not count at all and 
the horses and cows were only animals, but the bees were people, as 
far as he was concerned. Lavinia’s heart began to hurt her, as she 
stood there watching him while he looked silently at the well-covered 
hives. 

But all he said, when he finally did speak to her, was, “Come, 
Lavinia, we mustn’t stay out here all night, losing our sleep. We’ve 
got to be up before dawn or we won’t catch the local that makes 
connections with the excursion train from Chicago. Besides, it’s 
terribly cold. It’s going to be nice and warm in Louisiana.” 
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PART TWO 





Ti he D usons 


February, 1887 


CHAPTER FIVE 


T was terribly crowded on the excursion train and no one was in 

good humour any more. At first there had been cordial self- 

introductions, long conversations about past experiences and 
future plans, exchanges of lunch-box contents, card games, com- 
munity singing, even impromptu prayer meetings. Now everyone 
knew everyone else’s name and as much of any person’s background 
and prospects as that person chose to tell. The lunch boxes were 
empty, and the untidy remains of their contents littered the red plush 
seats and the uncarpeted floors. Even the water cooler at one end of 
the car was empty, and the communal glass beneath it was clouded 
with grime. Thirsty children clamoured in vain for drinks; equally 
thirsty men tried to extract a few more drops from the flasks they 
had carried about their persons, some with a swagger, some with 
stealth. Only the women who, being respectable, would never have 
touched liquor except for medicinal purposes, recognized the futility 
of trying to cool their parched throats. They were more uncomfort- 
able than either their husbands or their offspring, for travel imposed 
greater hardships on them. They could not brush and comb their 
long hair properly, they could not release themselves from their 
whalebone corsets, they could not even wash very much. Some of 

c 


them carried bottles of cologne water with them, and dabbled this 
on their handkerchiefs, using these to wipe off the worst of the grime 
from their hands and faces; but the supply of cologne water was 
giving out, too, and the handkerchiefs were all soiled by this time. 
Their neat, dark dresses, made with tight basques and bustles, were 
spotted and disordered; besides, these were made of thick materials 
and were now far too heavy. It had been bitterly cold when the 
excursionists from Chicago and St. Louis had left home; now the 
weather was as balmy as May in the Middle-west, and only the pas- 
sengers from Mobile or some equally southern point, who had joined 
the other travellers in New Orleans, were more comfortably clad. 
The children, who kept rushing up and down the aisle, shouting at 
each other, were streaming with perspiration; the men mopped their 
faces; the women tried to find clean corners on their misused hand- 
kerchiefs, with which they could surreptitiously wipe away the worst 
of the moisture that gathered around their high tight collars and 
under the heavy hair on their temples. When the windows were 
opened, clouds of cinders blew in; when the windows were closed, 
the atmosphere was malodorous as well as stifling. 

When the whistle of the engine first began to blow, they took little 
notice of it, because there was so much noise in the car already; but 
as the blowing became more and more insistent, the men grew 
curious and some of the women alarmed. Brent caught hold of a 
brakeman who was hurrying through the car and detained him 
almost forcibly. 

“What’s the matter? Are we in danger?” 

“No, we ain’t, but must be some damfool cow is. The engin- 
eer’s trying to frighten her off the track, but she just keeps runnin’ 
along in front of the train. Looks like we might have to stop, so I 
can get out and chase her away.” 

The heavy door banged after him. Even the shouting children 
were momentarily quiet, as the train began to slow down, and a 
ringing bell echoed through the car, mingling with the persistent 
whistle and a new noise—the indignant mooing of an outraged 
brindle cow. The children crowded to the windows in time to see 
her heading towards the surrounding prairie land, her tail and 
hind legs still registering protest. Then the bell ringing and the 
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whistling stopped, and the train slowly began to gather momentum 
again. 

“All there is in this God-forsaken country is Creole cows 
like that one and crawfish chimneys,” the brakeman remarked 
scornfully. “Why anyone should think they wants to buy land 
around here, or anyone should think they could sell it, sure beats 
me.” 

“Well, some of us have come a long way with the certainty that 
we did want to buy, and we sure wouldn’t have done it if we hadn’t 
been certain Duson would sell it to us.” 

Brent had not agressively or even consciously assumed the role 
of spokesman for the entire group. But they now spontaneously 
accepted him as such, 

“That’s right, Winslow.” . . . “There’s goin’ to be buyin’ and 
sellin’ both today and both worth the money put into ’em.”... 
“What does a brakeman know about the country anyway? Only 
what he sees out of a car window!” 

“And I’m telling you that’s more than enough for me,” muttered 
the brakeman, slamming the front door of the car after him. 

The incident of the refractory cow somehow relieved the general 
gloom. Several men gathered around Brent and began to discuss 
their plans with renewed enthusiasm. Mary called Lavinia and started 
fixing her hair, first brushing it smoothly away from its central part- 
ing and then replaiting her long fair braids, determined that in this 
respect, at least, her little daughter should look neat. Several other 
mothers immediately followed suit. While they were still thus en- 
gaged, the train slackened speed again, and again there was the 
sound of escaping steam, this time to the accompaniment of screech- 
ing brakes. Then the brakeman flung open one door and the con- 
ductor the other, simultaneously shouting, “Crowley! Crowley!” 
and the stampede to leave the car began. 

Brent was well to the forefront of the crowd, with Mary and 
Lavinia beside him; but Lavinia suddenly remembered that, in her 
haste, she had left her doll behind, and started elbowing her way 
back to get it. Mary, unwilling to be parted from her, went back, too. 
By the time they caught up with Brent, nearly all their travelling 
companions were on the platform of the depot, where a babel of 


voices rose above the mingled sounds of creaking vehicles, prunging 
or floundering horses, and nearby hammering. 

“Take your bags, sir? Hack right here! This way to the Crowley 
House! Only hotel in town, so far.” 

“Only hotel! Only building, I'd say!” 

“They're going up fast, though... . Watch out for that mud, 
ma’am. Liable to go down deep, once you step off the platform.” 

“Where is that auction, boy?” 

“Ain’t started yet. Going to be right in front of the Crowley 
House. Take your bag? Hack right here.” 

There had been a general rush towards the first hack, and as many 
as possible of those who had missed it now elbowed their way along 
and piled into the second one. But a few persons, instead of pushing 
and plunging, either milled around aimlessly or stood motionless 
but observant, evidently taking stock of their general surroundings. 

“Tai peur que ces Americains nous dérangnent beaucoup. Pire que 
cela, Ils vont——”’ 

“Tais tor! Tu es trop grossier! Ils nous écoutent.” 

“Lord! Sounds as if we done come too far from Kansas and fell 
plumb off the bottom of the United States!” exclaimed one woman 
to her husband, staring hard at the strangers. ` 

“Those must be some of the Cajuns we heard tell about,” he 
rejoined. “They don’t look any too friendly, but maybe they're 
waiting for us to make up to them. Howdy, folks!” 

One of the Cajuns walked away, muttering something unintelli- 
gible, but his companion turned towards the Kansans with the 
grudging salutation, “Comment sais?” 

“I ain't sayin’ nothin’ more. I’m just a plain American from 
Kansas. Come on, Ma. Pick up your skirts!” 

“We walkin’? . 

“Hacks have gone. No other way to get where we're goin’, that 
I know of.” 

“Then I ain’t walkin’ nor wearin’ petticoats again until we get 
some sidewalks. I ain’t used to this mud.” 

“I told you not to come.” 

“I guess we do have to walk,” Brent said, turning to Mary. He 
had set down the two heavy bags he had been carrying, but now he 
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picked them up again. “There were two hacks here a few minutes 
ago, but they seem to have disappeared. There’s only that one wagon, 
on the other side of the road, and evidently it isn’t a public con- 
veyance — anyway, there isn’t anyone in it. You don’t mind going to 
the Crowley House on foot, do you?” 

“Of course not. We’ll be able to see things better, walking.” 

She was carrying a bag herself and Lavinia was clinging to her 
free hand. But, in spite of her weariness, her voice suddenly sounded 
eager and cheerful and she was abreast of him close to the edge of 
the platform. Suddenly he caught hold of her and jerked her back. 
The horse hitched to the wagon across the street had begun to rear 
and neigh; men were yelling, women screaming. The tumult, which 
had died down momentarily, had risen again with redoubled 
force. 

“Look out for that horse!” 

“Don’t snatch at his bridle, you damn fool! Give him room!” 

“Runaway horse! Clear the street!” 

“He sho’ can’t run fast, no, nor neither far in this gumbo mud,” 
a man, standing near the Winslows, with his arm around the 
shoulders of a stocky, shock-headed boy, remarked drily. 

“No, no. He’ll be under control in a minute.” Another man, who 
had just come towards them, spoke with a complete calm that was 
contagious, He was taller and slimmer than most of the others in 
the crowd and noticeably neater. Except for a smal] moustache, he 
was clean shaven, and the firm outline of his smooth chin, his fresh 
colour, broad brow and high cheekbones all served to make him out- 
standing in a group, for the most part, bearded, swarthy and thick- 
set. The glasses he was wearing did not obscure the keenness of his 
blue eyes and, after a swift glance at the Winslows, he came closer 
still. “Good evening, folks,” he said genially. “Glad to see you. Sorry 
I couldn’t reach this side of the platform sooner, but there was quite 
a jam the first few minutes after the train got in. I overheard you 
say you thought perhaps you’d better walk. Don’t think of it. The 
hacks will be here again right away and so will my surrey, which 
got pressed into service, too. We have to keep sending vehicles back 
and forth, because there’s still such a scarcity, but there'll be only a 
short delay. I assure you. . . . Let me introduce myself. Duson’s the 


name — W. W. Duson.” He held out his hand and looked at Brent 
more closely still. “We’ve met before, haven’t we?” 

“Yes, but I didn’t expect you to remember,” said Brent, taking 
the proffered hand and finding the grip warm and firm. “I was here 
last spring for a while, just looking around, and I saw you once then. 
Winslow’s the name — Brent Winslow.” 

“Of course, of course! At the Gossens’, wasn’t it? Yes, I thought 
so. And I recall telling myself afterwards, “That’s just the sort of a 
man we need around here.’ Glad to welcome you back. Come for the 
auction, have you? And now you’ve brought your family with you?” 

“Yes, This is my wife,” Brent said, turning towards Mary. “And 
our little daughter, Lavinia.” 

“How are you, madam?” Mr. Duson inquired, somewhat more 
formally. “How are you, Lavinia? Delighted to see you both. I hope 
you had a pleasant journey?” 

““Well—~” Mary began a little doubtfully. Then she brightened, 
for no explicable reason except that it did not seem fitting to tell this 
pleasant stranger, who was greeting them so cordially, that the 
journey had been tedious and trying. “We're very happy to be here,” 
she added hastily. ; 

“And well you may be, well you may be,” Mr. Duson assured her 
with heartiness. “This is going to be an experience you'll never for- 
get. Not many people have the chance to be in at the birth of a 
town.” 

“Tha’s true, they don’,” remarked the man who had said that no 
horse could run far or fast in such mud, and who now volunteered 
the information that his name was Ursin Villac, and the further 
information that the stocky, shock-headed boy accompanying him 
was his son Claude. He had a decided accent, and Brent concluded 
that he must be another Cajun, but he was not unintelligible and he 
was speaking less drily and more cheerfully now : he felt the auction 
should be a pretty good show — in fact, that was why he had brought 
Claude along, to see the fun. He had left five more young ones at 
home, for one boy at a time was enough for a man to manage, The 
shock-headed boy, who had been silently staring at Lavinia, now 
grinned and, with a mumbled greeting, held out a stick of candy, 
part of which he had already munched away. Lavinia smiled back 
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and accepted the offering. All in all, Duson’s goodwill, like his calm- 
ness, was apparently contagious. He now went on, in a still more 
lively vein: 

“We haven’t got around to street improvements yet, but that will 
come — yes, that will come. And we already have the best nearby 
farming and stock-raising land in the world. Good grass, good water, 
good timber and good health overflow.” 

“Looks like somethin’ overflowed, for true,” Villac remarked with 
a grin, nodding at the morass before them. “Never saw so much 
gumbo mud and water in all my life, me.” 

“That’s what it takes to make that good grass Í was telling you 
about. Winter time puts plenty of sweet water in the ground. Gives 
us year round pasturage. You won’t have to keep your cows and 
horses in the barn six months of the year, like you do in Illinois.” 

“I never come from Illinois, me. You must know that, yes, just 
hearin’ me talk. I’m from Breaux Bridge, me, same like you.” 

“Breaux Bridge, eh? Strange we never met before.” 

“We been livin’ in Lacombe, lately, the whole family, us. My 
wife’s people, them, come from there. Now my brudder-in-law make 
up his mind they all oughtta move to Slidell. Me, I don’t fancy no 
livin’ in Slidell and I tell him so. Slidell got a brickyard, Slidell got 
shipyards, Slidell got a railroad. When you livin’ in Slidell, you ain’t 
livin’ in the country, no, you livin’ in the city, like it was Nawlins. 
I don’t want to live in no city, me. So I tell my wife, her, I got 
relations, too, named Primeaux, tha’s homesteadin’ out here and 
mebbe we could homestead out here ourselves with my relations, 
"stead of hers.” 

“I hope you do, I hope you do. You’re welcome, Mr. Villac, most 
welcome. I want to see folks coming here from all parts of Louisiana. 
But Mr. Brent Winslow here from——”’ 

“From Illinois. I know what you were talking about. We’re lucky 
if we get by keeping our stock under cover no more than six 
months.” 

“You see, Mr. Villac, you see. And what about you, Mr.——?” He 
turned, questioningly, to another bystander. 

“The name’s Glenny, Daniel J. Glenny, from Harris County 
Texas.” 
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“Glad to know you, Mr. Glenny. You came for the auction, too, 
I presume?” 

“Well, you might say I came to look things over around here, 
Investigate business opportunities. I saw an ad. in my home-town 
paper, just like Winslow here did. The ad. sure made out there were 
plenty of them here.” 

“And so there are, so there are, plenty of them,” Mr. Duson 
hastened to assure his hearers. “Now I guess this little lady’s tired 
standing here while we go on talking, The hacks aren’t back yet, 
but here comes my surrey, with my good friend, Elisha Andrus, 
driving it. Why don’t you let me drive you all down to the Crowley 
House?” 

While he was speaking, a covered conveyance, with a lean, sandy- 
haired man in the driver’s seat, had drawn up beside the platform. 
Although Mr. Duson bad referred to it as a surrey, it was not only 
much larger than any vehicle so designated that the Winslows had 
ever seen, but was constructed on entirely different lines. It contained 
three broad seats, the two at the rear facing each other. Obviously, 
it provided plenty of room for the entire group, with space to 
spare. 

“Why, that’s very kind of you,” Mary said gratefully, acknowledg- 
ing the polite salutation of Elisha Andrus. “Perhaps there’d be time 
for Lavinia to take a bath before the auction,” she added. “You see, 
we have been on the train rather a long while and——” 

For the first time, Mr. Duson looked slightly dubious, “There 
must be some kind of a wash-tub available,” he said. “Naturally, we 
haven’t had time yet to install _—” 

“Oh, I realize that! A wash-tub would do finely!” 

“Plenty of opportunities,” Mr. Duson reiterated, turning to Mr. 
Glenny, after they had all climbed into his surrey and the horse had 
begun to flounder through the mud in the direction of the hotel. 
“You've already seen the depot. Good-looking building, isn’t it? 
Used to be at Estherwood. The section gang loaded it on flat cars 
and carted it over, so it would be here in time for the auction. 
Besides that and the hotel, we’ve got a livery stable, a blacksmith’s 
shop and a store. We’ve got a school-house going up, too.” 

“Can we see it from here?” Mary inquired with interest. 
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“No, it’s down the road a piece. It hasn’t progressed very far yet. 
We figured the first thing we needed was the hotel.” 

“And where that is?” Villac inquired. 

“Why, right there ahead of you! Of course, it isn’t finished yet, 
but they can put you up for the night all right. There’ll be hammer- 
ing going on as soon as daylight comes, but that’s going on every- 
where and anyhow you won’t want to spend all your time sleeping.” 

He pointed proudly towards the skeletal form of a frame building 
which rose before them in the midst of the treeless bog through 
which they were floundering. 

Mary pressed her lips tightly together and Brent, after glancing 
quickly at her, turned to meet the quizzical gaze of Ursin Villac. 
Glenny laughed, not very heartily. 

“So that’s the Crowley House, eh?” he said with scorn. “After 
reading that ad. of yours in the paper, I thought you really had 
something here. But I see you was just stringing us poor suckers 
along. All you’ve got is a vast prairie land and a wild dream.” 

“You're wrong there, Mr. Glenny, dead wrong,” Duson said 
earnestly. “What we got here is opportunity. Course, it takes a good 
businessman to see that, but the fellows who bought lots here yester- 
day all realized it.” 

“You were selling lots yesterday? Before the auction?” Brent 
inquired, He felt that Duson had contrived to turn the tables on 
Glenny. The unmistakable inference was that, if the Texan could not 
grasp the obvious opportunities, he was the one lacking in acumen, 
and Brent could not keep a faint note of anxiety from tinging his 
tone. 

“Couldn’t hold the crowd back. Meant to, honest I did, but I 
couldn’t. Sold ninety-nine town lots and some farmland for a total 
of $9,500.00. Had a large crowd the day before that, too, and there'll 
be one just as large tomorrow. That'll give you an idea of the way 
we're growing.” Mr. Duson lowered his voice, though there was no 
other vehicle nearby, and the hammering effectively prevented the 
sound of speech from carrying. “Crowley’s going to be the parish 
seat of Acadia, the new parish we've just created,” he said im- 
portantly. . . . “That’s what we call counties down here, ma’am, in 
case you didn’t know.” 
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“Yes, I happen te. A — an acquaintance told us that,” Mary mur- 
mured, speaking at the same time as Brent, who gave the informa- 
tion less hesitantly, 

“Well then, you know that the term ‘parish’, the way I used it, 
has no connection with a church any more. And yes, siree, Crowley’s 
going to be the Acadia Parish seat. We got it all fixed?” 

“Fixed?” Mary inquired, more boldly. 

“Yes, siree,” Mr. Duson said again. “We're going to give them 
the Jand for the site and the money to put up the court-house.” 

Mary wanted to ask to whom ‘we’ and ‘they’ referred, but she was 
afraid the question might be indiscreet and, in any case, she was so 
engulfed with fatigue that even the simplest question was becoming 
an effort. The Crowley House had looked fairly near when it had 
first been identified as such, but progress towards it was almost un- 
believably slow. Mr. Glenny now made a further sceptical remark. 

“A deal like that will run into money. Building’s high these days.” 

“That’s so, But we figure five thousand will do it. This town’s all 
set to be the commercial centre of the new parish. It ought to be the 
political centre, too. . . . Well, here we are, and I can hear the band 
beginning to tune up and see that the barbecue’s most ready. Com- 
plimentary, of course. You’re all the guests of the South-Western 
Louisiana Land Company today. Come on and get something hot 
and hearty inside you before the auction starts.” 

“H we could just go to our room for a few minutes first” Mary 
said hopefully. 

“To be sure, to be sure. Come right in, ma’am. We’ll see what 
Dominic can do for you.” 

He climbed nimbly down over the wheel, his feet, encased in 
heavy boots, sinking far into the mud as he did so. Then he held out 
his arms and swung first Lavinia and then Mary clear of the mire and 
on to the wooden steps of the Crowley House. Brent, Villac and 
Glenny, all laden with bags, scrambled after them, followed by 
Claude. The opening at the head of the steps still lacked a door and 
the interior, jammed with a milling crowd, was plainly visible, It 
consisted of one vast room, unplastered and unpainted, so that the 
rough studs and beams were all in full view; an immense counter, 
running across one end of it, served as a bar and was doing a lively 
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business. The roulette wheel and the chuck-a-luck cage, which stood 
nearby, were also well patronized; but no one resembling a room 
clerk seemed to be stationed anywhere. However, Duson, after 
glancing quickly around, singled out a man who was starting for the 
bar, in company with two boon companions and, catching him by 
the shoulder, swung him around in the same easy, effortless way in 
which he appeared to do everything. 

“Mr. and Mrs. Winslow of Illinois want accommodations for them- 
selves and their little girl, Dominic,” he said. “Mr. Glenny and Mr. 
Villac and Mr. Villac’s little boy will be needing some, too. Mr. 
Glenny and Mr, Villac have been strangers to each other until today, 
but we're all going to be friends now and I presume they won’t 
mind sharing a room.” 

The stocky individual thus addressed, whose hair was liberally 
plastered with bear’s grease and whose soiled pink shirt-sleeves pro- 
truded from a fancy vest, appeared to take the suggestion as a huge 
joke. “Accommodations?” he echoed, with a loud guffaw. “Some- 
thing like what they’d get at the St. Charles, down in New Orleans, 
I presume? We’ve got all the men who’ve come in here bunking 
together, on one side of a partition upstairs, and most of the women 
and kids on another.” He squirmed slightly, for Duson’s grasp on 
his shoulder had tightened, and he took a second look at Mary. 
“Well, there are one or two little cubbyholes boarded off,” he ad- 
mitted. “If you’ll come with me, ma'am. . . .” 

He led the way up a flight of rickety stairs and turned to the left, 
where something which had once presumably served as a sheet hung 
in front of an otherwise open doorway. Raising this dingy drapery, 
he disclosed a bed covered with a quilt of doubtful cleanliness, one 
battered chair, and an unpainted pine table surmounted by a cracked 
bowl and pitcher. Lavinia, who had scampered ahead of the others, 
was the first to peep inside. She swung around and faced her parents 
incredulously. 

“Is this our new home?” she inquired. “The one Father said 
would be better than the other that we had before?” 


CHAPTER SIX 


ways had been subjected to a severe strain. Brent and Mary spoke 
almost simultaneously in attempted reassurance, 

“This isn’t our home, darling, This is just a place where we're 
going to stay for a few days while we're choosing our new home. 
And that will be better than the one we had before. You wait and 
seel” 

“Why don’t you and your mother both lie down and take a nice 
long nap? Then when you wake up, PI come and tell you I’ve 
found our new home!” 

“But I’m hungry! And Mr. Duson said there was going to be 
barbecue! And what about that auction? I’ve never been to an 
auction and I thought we'd come here on purpose to go to one.” 

Mr. Duson stepped forward. “That’s right, sugar, so you have, so 
you have,” he agreed. “You just wash your hands and face, like 
your marmer wants you to, and give her time to catch her breath 
and your daddy a chance to set down those heavy bags he’s been 
toting. Then you all come on downstairs again and find me. PIl be 
outside, but I'll be watching for you. I’ve been on the lookout for 
a little girl like you for quite some time and I’m going to see you get 
all of that barbecue you can eat. You can have your nap and your 
bath afterwards. I won’t forget about that wash-tub, either. . . 
Come on, Glenny. Come on, Villac. I'll show you where you're 
going to bunk.” 

The white pitcher was only half full, so their ablutions were, neces- 
sarily, limited. Neither Brent nor Mary found very much to say. 
Brent was more than ever impatient to get started. Mary had long 
since passed the point of hunger, and if she could have just stretched 
out quietly, even on the dingy bed, for a little while, and then washed 
herself all over and put on clean underclothes, that would have ful- 
filled all her wants for the time being. The band was now playing 
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| T was obvious that her implicit confidence in the wisdom of their 


loudly, and she could hear babies crying and children screaming and 
men shouting to each other above the sound of the instruments; it 
seemed to her as if she could not stand any more turmoil. Never in 
her life had she wanted so much to be alone. But Brent was already 
in the doorway and Lavinia was tugging at her hand. She could not 
let them guess how exhausted she was or lag behind when they 
wanted to press forward together. She quickened her footsteps to 
keep pace with theirs, and presently they had woven their way 
through the big-beamed room, with the crowded bar, towards the 
outside of the Crowley House. 

Mr. Duson, with Mr. Glenny, Mr. Villac and Claude beside him, 
was watching for them, as he had promised he would be. 

“A barbecue I promised you and a barbecue you shall have,” 
W. W. beamed. “Duson delivers, you know. Besides, my old friend, 
Austin, has had his boys everlastingly at it the whole live-along night, 
and if anybody in this wide world knows how to barbecue a beef, 
it’s Austin. That’s why I got him to come over here all the way from 
Opelousas.” He broke off to let his eyes twinkle down at Lavinia, 
who was regarding him with the solemn appraisal of childhood for 
strange adult phenomena. “And as for you, young lady,” he con- 
tinued, “as for you, guess what we've got just prezackly for nobody 
else but you? You can’t guess? Well, TIl tell you, lemonade. Real, 
simon-pure, trade-mark blown in the bottle lemonade made from 
lemons and with white sugar in it, none of your plantation granu- 
lated yellow stuff.” They had reached the barbecue pit and refresh- 
ment stand by the time he finished, so he turned to one of the helpers 
and commanded: “Give this young lady some lemonade for a 
starter, and don’t be stingy. Fill it up for her.” 

The attendant took a stoneware mug and, from a wooden cask, 
ladled the lemonade into it with a gourd dipper. Meanwhile, the 
presiding genius of the place, obviously the Austin to whom Duson 
had referred, was slicing loaves of crusty, cylindrical French bread 
lengthwise, spearing shunks of meat out of a wash-basin at his 
elbow, and drenching the thick slices liberally with a reddish sauce 
from another basin, He was a huge man, whose enveloping bar 
apron had long since ceased to be white and whose titanic derby hat 
had an upcurling brim that complemented the sweep of his magni- 
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ficent ox-horn moustaches. The silk-covered, ruffle-edged sleeve 
garters that spanned his thick biceps had clasps almost as showy as 
the oversized coloured links that held his detachable cuffs, and a 
heavy gold ring, set with black onyx, adorned one of his fingers 
which, for all their thickness, were surprisingly deft. As he worked, 
he talked. 

“Three more bobbycue coming up, them,” he boomed at Mr. 
Duson, swabbing sauce on his meat with a small rag mop. “Tender 
like a young girl’s kiss, I guarantee you, me.” 

“Ugh! Tough as a whore’s heart, I’d say!” one of the bystanders 
remarked scathingly. 

“Tt is sort of tough and the sauce burns my mouth,” Lavinia said, 
chewing vigorously. Then she added, with interest, “What is a 
whore?” 

“Hush, darling! You mustn’t criticise and you mustn’t ask so 
many questions,” Mary whispered hurriedly. The observation about 
hardness of heart had been followed by an outburst of raucous 
laughter on the part of other bystanders and she hoped Lavinia’s 
question would pass unnoticed; instead, it evoked other remarks 
similar to the first, and some vigorously defending the seasoning 
which ‘les Americains’ did not know how to appreciate and assert- 
ing that no one could ‘sauce up’ a barbecue like Austin, who then 
speared another piece of meat from the handy wash-basin and offered 
it to Mr. Glenny, who accepted it with alacrity, but who, meanwhile, 
resumed his protests that nothing was settled, as far as he was con- 
cerned, that he had just come to look things over. 

“And as I told you before, Mr. Glenny, that’s the kind of fellow 
we want down here — the man who comes with his eyes wide open 
and doesn’t miss the opportunities we have to offer,” Mr. Duson 
said emphatically. “Like Austin, for instance. He’s the best cook in 
all South-West Louisiana, and he’s going to leave Opelousas, where 
he is now, and set up the first restaurant in Crowley.” 

“Mebbe if I listen to that gol’-tongued Duson man, me, I got to 
do like he say, yes,” Austin chuckled, preening his moustache. 
“Onlies’ trouble is, my wife and seven kids got to eat, them, and it 
takes a steady job, not no prospects, no, to feed them. So I just come 
today, me, for to help my friend, Duson, and w’at he do? I ‘el! 
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you frankly, me, w’at he do, him. He keep sayin’ I got to quit my 
good job in Opelous’ and set up rest’rong in Crowley, on some 
crawfish chimbley.” 

“Weil, you want to be our own boss sometime, don’t you, Austin? 
You don’t want to work for another fellow all your life. You want 
to watch for opportunities like this one and . . . speaking of oppor- 
tunities,” he went on, turning towards the others, “‘it looks as if the 
auction was about to begin. That’s my brother, C. C. — ‘Curley’ we 
mostly call him — going up on the stand right now.” 

They saw that a man, with a gavel in his hand, had stopped with 
one foot already on the steps leading to the block, to speak with 
someone, apparently a friend, who had detained him. As he stood 
there, engaged in earnest conversation which gradually became more 
and more animated, the newcomers had a chance to get a good look 
at him. There was a close resemblance between the two brothers, but 
‘C. C?’ was more heavily built, more ruddy of complexion, and even 
more jovial of manner than ‘W. W.’; the absence of glasses added 
still further to the general openness of his countenance. He brought 
his exchange of remarks with his friend to a conclusion by giving 
the latter a hearty slap on the shoulder, accompanied by an equally 
hearty laugh; and, having continued his interrupted ascent, he imme- 
diately addressed the gathering as a whole. 

“Here we are, ladies and gentlemen,” he announced in a ringing 
voice. “It is three o’clock on February 11th, and you are standing in 
the heart of Crowley, Louisiana, the city with a future.” 

“Let’s move over there, friends,” W. W. admonished the little group 
that was with him. “You want to get a good pick of the farmland 
and lots, and to do that you’ll need to be nearer, There aren’t many 
seats, but we’ll see that Mrs. Winslow gets one, anyway. I’m sure 
the rest of you won’t mind standing.” 

“Don’t mind the mud, that’s only a temporary inconvenience,” the 
auctioneer was assuring his hearers, as they walked in his direction. 
“Our city is well laid out. This avenue on which you stand will be 
the principal thoroughfare. It’s a hundred and fifteen feet wide. That 
square to the north is for the court-house and we’ll have business 
firms up and down both sides of the avenue and an expanse of grassy 
parkway in the middle.” He stopped talking long enough to gesticu- 
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late in the general direction he was describing and, as if mesmerized, 
his audience gazed towards the section of the street which bore so 
little resemblance to the boulevard of his vision. “All the roadways 
running north and south will be avenues. They are good and wide 
and we will designate them by the letters of the alphabet. The streets 
will run east and west and will be numbered. We are in the midst of 
planting four thousand shade trees.” 

“Td like to see at least two or three of ’em, let alone two thousand,” 
someone near the front growled audibly, while the man beside him 
guftawed loudly. 

“Youll see all four thousand before the year’s out,” the auctioneer 
retorted. “What’s more, Crowley will be the seat of the new Acadia 
Parish government by then.” 

“That ain’t what I hear,” someone in the second row shouted. 

“Well, if there isn’t my good friend Will Hockaday from Prairie 
Hays!” exclaimed C, C. “That’s all right, Will, we forgive you your 
doubts, and what’s more, we'll sell you a lot, so you can live in the 
new parish seat.” 

“Tm giving $10,000.00 to get that court-house in Prairie Hays,” 
Hockaday responded vehemently. “You sure don’t think the police 
jury’s going to pass that up?” 

“Not unless it’s surer of getting something better, but we'll see to 
that when the time comes. . . . Now look around you, folks, and 
see the vast prairie that surrounds you. Practically no swamp or 
wasteland, ample timber bordering all the streams, fertile soil, ideal 
for almost any kind of crops, unsurpassed for rice. You can grow that 
all over this prairie, acres and acres of it. The natural rainfall will 
keep it watered.” 

“Here’s some of that natural rainfall right now,” Hockaday 
shouted back scornfully. 

It was all too true. A slight drizzle had begun to fall a few mo- 
ments earlier, but had been optimistically disregarded. Now the drops 
were growing larger and coming down faster. Several persons left 
their places and hurriedly sought the shelter of the Crowley House. 
Others looked around vainly for something with which to protect 
themselves. Only the auctioneer and his brother appeared to be 
entirely unperturbed. 
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“Don’t mind the rain, folks,” C. C. said with undiminished cheer- 
fulness. “It’s only a passing shower. Don’t leave when we're just 
about to put up the first lots that go on sale today, right here to the 
west of us. Terms are one-half cash and the rest in twelve months, 
without interest. Not only that, but if you buy one lot, we give you 
a second one. Two lots for the price of one. Here we go: Lot 14, 
Block 64. Faces fifty feet on Avenue C and is a hundred and eighty 
feet deep. Buy it and we throw in Lot 12 in Block 173, north of the 
court-house site; the first is a good place for your business location 
and the second is a residential lot. Come on now! Check your little 
maps, boys, and note the location of these two lots. What am I bid 
for Lot 14, Block 64°” 

“Two dollars,” ventured someone in the rear, rather uncertainly. 

“Two dollars is bid for Lot 14, Block 64. Do I hear another bid? 
What about another bid, gentlemen?” There was quite a pause, but 
no one made another bid. ‘“Two dollars once, two dollars twice, two 
dollars three times, Lot 14, Block 64 goes for two dollars and we 
throw in with it Lot 12 in Block 173. That’s a good buy, my friend. 
What’s your name?” 

“R. M. Andrus.” 

“Just hand over a dollar to my brother, will you, Mr. Andrus? 
We’ll be counting on you for another before next February. . . . 
Now here’s another good buy, Lot 4 in Block 45, near the Levy Park 
~a swell place to build a home and raise a family. The kids will 
always have a place to play. The lot that goes with it free is Num- 
ber 8 in Block 163.” 

“That’s pretty far out,” called a man who was studying his map. 
“Think Crowley’s ever going to grow that much?” 

“Remember that’s being thrown in with the other. When you get 
something for nothing, you can’t kick about where it is. Besides, if 
you should want to add some farmland later on, the two would go 
good together.” 

“All right, five dollars.” 

“Someone here bids five dollars. Do I hear another bid?” 

“Ten dollars!” someone else called out. 

“Ten dollars is bid. Folks, I tell you this is a good lot ~ right near 
the park.” 
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There was a chorus of derisive laughter. “The park! Which 
park?” several men called out simultaneously. 

“The one right down this next street. Sure there’s going to be a 
park — in fact, there’re going to be four of them. Do I hear a better 
bid?” 

“Twenty-five dollars,” piped up a young man who had not spoken 
before. 

“Well, we're getting some spirit here at last,” the auctioneer said 
encouragingly. “Twenty-five is bid. Do I hear more? Twenty-five 
once——”’ 

“Twenty-six!” 

“Twenty-six once, twenty-six twice-——” 

“Twenty-seven!” the young man called out. 

“Good for you. Twenty-seven once, twenty-seven twice, twenty- 
seven three times and the lot goes to this young boy. What’s your 
name, son?” 

“John S. Egan, sir.” 

“Why, you're too young to buy a lot in your own name! You 
can’t be of age yet!” i 

“I know, but my father, Mike Egan, is here and he’ll sign for me. 
[I’ve got the money.” 

“All right, young fellow, you’ve got yourself two good lots. My 
brother here will fix up your papers. Now we come to Lot 19 in 
Block 92. What am I bid for this fine large lot right in the centre of 
our fair city?” 

“Ten dollars,” Brent said suddenly, 

“We have a bid for ten dollars for Lot 19. Seems a shame to sell 
it by itself, when there’s another just as large right beside it. How 
about bidding on both together, Mr.——?” 

“Winslow, All right, Pll bid on both. Twenty dollars.” 

“Twenty-five.” shouted the man who had so forcefully expressed 
doubts about the attractive lay-out of the city. 

“Thirty!” Brent called quickly. 

For the first time, the bidding became really brisk. There were no 
longer only two contenders for the coveted property, which was de- 
scribed as being more and more desirable the longer C. C. offered it 
for sale; four aspirants for the title had now entered the field. Far 
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from putting Brent off, this seemed only to spur him on. Mary, look- 
ing at him in speechless astonishment, heard him go from one higher 
figure to another with such rapidity and such apparent recklessness 
that she was breathless with mounting apprehension and excitement. 
They did not have forty dollars to spare, she was sure of that. Much 
less fifty — sixty — seventy. 

“Brent!” she whispered, putting her hand on his arm and rising 
from the rough bench Duson had found for her. Apparently her hus- 
band neither saw her nor heard her. 

“Seventy-five!” he cried belligerently. 

Mary was conscious of an astonished gasp from someone nearby, 
and some indistinct mutterings further off. But the men who had 
been bidding against Brent were silent as C. C. resumed his accus- 
tomed chant. 

“Seventy-five once, seventy-five twice, seventy-five three times for 
Lots 19 and 20, the finest in the residential part of this city and the 
highest priced for any so far. We throw in Lot 23, a good business 
location. We don’t usually throw in such sites, but then we don’t 
get many fellows like Mr. Winslow here, either. Fix him up there, 
Will.” 

W. W., who was already briskly preparing the papers, looked over 
at Brent with a bright smile. “Half now and the rest in a year?” he 
inquired agreeably. “Remember that’s all right with us. Your word 
is good.” 

“Thanks, but I’ve got the money. I’d rather pay cash.” 

“Well, just as you say, just as you say, of course. The Christian 
name’s Brent, isn’t it?” 

“It’s my Christian name. Put that on the lot that’s going to be a 
business site. I want the other two put in my wife’s name — Mary 
Garland Winslow.” 

“Brent, you can’t— you shouldn’t — we mustn’t——” 

“Please, Mary . . . it’s going to be all right, I promise you. . . 
Thanks, Mr. Duson. That ‘fixes’ us, doesn’t it?” 

“Right as rain. And congratulations, Mr. Winslow. I see I wasn’t 
mistaken. I had you sized up from the beginning as a man who 
recognized opportunity when he saw it Also, congratulations 
to you, ma’am. I look to see the day you'll have the most elegant 
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residence in this city, with fine well-shaded grounds all around it, 
too.” 


The bidding went steadily on for another hour or more, but there 
was no second sudden spurt of excitement, like the one Brent had 
started, and Mary was still too dazed to grasp the details of what was 
going on. Finally, she realized that the auction was over. C. C. 
Duson had come down from the block and joined his brother; they 
were both busy congratulating the new landowners and telling them 
what remarkable bargains they had secured. Other men and women 
were merely drifting past, and every now and then she caught some 
random remark. “Well, I may have got fleeced, but it can’t be much 
worse than Kansas. The drought there last summer plumb broke 
me. I don’t mind mud and water for a change, if I can get enough 
rain for my crops during the growing season.” . . . “Course your 
crop may be washed away, but that’s no worse than seeing it blow 
away.” ... “I’m going north to sell my wheat land, but I’ll be 
back here next week to get some of this rice land. I’ve had enough 
ice and snow. I’m going to sit on my front porch and rock nine 
months of the year.” 

Eventually, Ursin Villac reappeared, with Claude in tow, and 
asked the Winslow’s to join them for supper. He was sorry, he said, 
if they had got the idea that not any of the Cajuns were pleased to 
have ‘Americains’ coming into that territory. Some did feel this way; 
but it was because they did not know any better. What was more, he 
had not cared much for the barbecue sauce himself — it was trop salé 
~ too salt. He was so obviously eager to make up for any discourtesy 
on the part of his fellow countrymen that Mary did not need any 
prompting from Brent, to accept the invitation, much as she longed 
to be alone with her husband, in order that he might privately ex- 
plain the extraordinary happenings of the afternoon. So again, they 
ate unfamiliar food in the midst of noise and confusion; then they 
thanked Villac for his hospitality and, after declining to have a try 
at chuck-a-luck, went upstairs. By this time Lavinia was too tired to 
ask any more questions. She undressed quickly, without any help or 
urging, and climbed into bed, tightly clutching the doll she had 
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almost lost two or three times that day. She forgot to say her prayers 
and, for once, Mary did not remind her. Within a few minutes the 
child was sound asleep. But Mary made no move to undress or even 
to sit down. She confronted Brent, not accusingly, but resolutely. 

“Brent, I told you I was willing to do anything you thought best, 
to go anywhere you wanted to go. But I don’t understand what you 
think best, I don’t know where you want to go. We can’t go back to 
Illinois, to sell our farm, the way that Mr. Jarvis is going back to 
Missouri. Our farm’s sold already — to Jonathan Fant.” 

“That’s right.” 

“And you bought two lots here in Crowley today——” 

“Three.” 

“Three. Yes, I forgot about that third one that was thrown in 
when you bought two, I’m grateful to you for putting those in my 
name — don’t think I’m not. I know it was a generous gesture. But 
they’re just lots. They’re just — bogs, There can’t be any houses on 
them for — weeks, maybe months.” 

“No, I guess there can’t. But——” 

“And we can’t stay here in this —in this hotel. Not that Id mind 
if there were just you and I. I’d put up with anything. But we can’t 
keep a child here, in this filthy place, filled with roisterers and rough 
characters. Suppose she got sick. Suppose——” 

“You haven’t lost faith in me, have you, Mary? You haven’t 
stopped believing that I really did come here to find us a better home 
than we’d had before?” Brent asked, interrupting in his turn. He 
had taken hold of her shoulders and was looking straight into her 
eyes. She drew a deep breath, but she met the searching gaze squarely 
and unflinchingly. 

“No,” she said. “I haven’t lost faith in you. But I want you to tell 
me just what you mean by a better home and when and where you 
expect to find it. I want you to tell me now, so that I can tell Lavinia 
when she wakes up in the morning.” 

“All right. I will tell you now. I didn’t think the time had come 
to tell you before, but I guess it has today.” 

He sat down on the edge of the bed and drew her down beside 
him, “When I came south last spring, I bought some land, about 
five miles from here,” he said. “Around two hundred acres.” 
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“You bought two hundred acres when you came down here in the 
spring!” she echoed. “Why, how could you, without any money? We 
didn’t sell our farm until after you came back, and it took all we had 
in the savings bank to pay your travelling expenses that first time!” 

“I know. But I did have some money besides that. Your father 
gave me some — loaned me some, rather. He said he knew Id pay it 
back when I got around to it, and it didn’t matter when that was. 
He said he’d never miss it. This was money he’d made unexpectedly 
on some harness races at the county fair. I guess he makes quite a 
bit, off and on, that way, though he doesn’t say much about it. He 
told me we both had the gambling instinct, even though we don’t 
gamble on the same things, and that we ought to stand or fall to- 
gether, because we were kindred spirits. He laughed all the time he 
was talking. You know how he was, Mary—I mean, before your 
mother died.” 

“Yes,” Mary said in a dazed way. She was not speaking firmly any 
more. “Yes, I know how he was. . . . So you bought two hundred 
acres of land last spring with gambling money and never told me.” 

“There’s nothing dishonest about the way your father got the 
money or the way I took it, Mary. Don’t act as if there was.” 

“T didn’t mean to act as if there was, But——” 

“And the reason I didn’t tell you wasn’t because I wanted to hide 
something I was ashamed of. It was because I wanted to give you 
a surprise when we did come together — to have you find out we 
didn’t need to start from scratch, that I’d made a beginning for us 
already. The land I bought had already been homesteaded and it has 
a house on it—a one-room house made of split logs. And it has a 
mud chimney. We can have open fires—you’ve always said you 
wanted a fireplace. It’s about eighteen feet square, so we won’t be 
crowded in it and we can keep clean in it. Of course, it’ll be just a 
makeshift, but it'll do until we can have something better. There’s 
plenty of water available and there’s a well pump in the yard. There’s 
been one vegetable garden on the place and we can start another one 
right away. We’ll be getting stuff out of it before the ground’s even 
begun to thaw in Illinois, and the same goes for your flower garden. 
There’s lots of game in the woods and marshes. We can keep cows 
and pigs and chickens again and have a driving team right away. I 
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can buy those and a yoke of oxen, I’ve still got enough ready money 
for all that, even if I did spend more than I expected today. You 
know Jonathan Fant paid cash for our farm and that he didn’t 
haggle over terms, As a matter of fact, he more than gave me my 
money’s worth.” 

“Yes, I know,” Mary said again, “But those lot-——” 

“Those lots I bought today don’t count to me — not in terms of a 
home. I hope they don’t to you, either. I only bought them to sell 
again — for ten times what I paid for them, or more. It’s the farm- 
land that’s going to give us that home I talked to you about. Inside 
of a few years, you can have any kind of a house you want. But 
when it comes to a place for it, I hope it’ll be out where I’m taking 
you tomorrow. Because that’s where I want us to live.” 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Y seven o'clock the next morning the Winslows and most of 

their fellow immigrants had foregathered in the main room 

of the Crowley House for a hearty breakfast of grits, pork 
sausage, baking powder biscuit and coffee, and, while they were still 
eating, ‘W. W? came in to bid them all good morning and asked 
if there were anything he could do to be helpful. 

“I make a practice of driving anyone who’s interested out to look 
over the land around here,” he said genially. “Surrey’s at the door 
right now. Any customers?” 

“I suppose you mean just prospects, don’t you?” Brent inquired, 
emptying his cup and looking up. 

“I said anyone who’s interested and that’s what I meant,” Mr. 
Duson replied emphatically. “Applies to you, doesn’t it?” 

“Yes. But, as I’m sure you know, I own some property that’s been 
homesteaded already, besides those three lots I bought yesterday. I’m 
not in the market for any more land. But my wife’s anxious to see 
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the farm, and we were wondering what the best way would be to get 
there. When I was here last spring, I did most of my travelling on 
horseback, after I left the railroad — the people I stayed with were 
always kind enough to lend me a mount. But this tme——” 

“This time, the best way for you to travel is right along with me,” 
Mr. Duson assured him. “You may think you’re not in the market 
for any more land, but there’s another small parcel, right alongside of 
what you’ve bought already, that isn’t worth much in itself, but that 
would add a lot to the value of yours, eventually. However, that isn’t 
the point. Point is, I was looking forward to taking you and Mrs. 
Winslow and this little girl Fd been looking for so long out for a 
nice ride this morning. If you’re figuring on moving right away, we 
could stop at the store and tell Jac Frankel to send a barrel each of 
flour and sugar and anything else you need out by ox-cart. Trunks 
and any other gear you checked could come at the same time. There’s 
room in the surrey for your grips.” 

“Mebbe you could find a little place in the surrey, yes, fo’ me’n 
Claude, too?” inquired Ursin Villac. He had come downstairs a 
little later than the others and, seeing room to squeeze his son and 
himself in between Brent and another man, who, so far, had not 
disclosed his identity or, indeed, spoken to anyone, had seized the 
opportunity; then he had chatted volubly, if not always intelligibly, 
all the time he was stowing away immense quantities of food. Now 
he turned, addressing Mr. Duson. “My relations | tol’ you ‘bout 
yesterday, named Primeaux, they homesteadin’ right close by where 
Mr. Winslow and his folks is movin’ at. I find that out last night, 
me, and I want to talk with my relations on account I might home- 
stead out there, too. I gotta speak w’at’s on my mind, so mebbe, if 
you could fin’ a little room, yes, for me’n Claude——” 

“Of course, we can make room for you, Mr. Villac,” Mr. Duson 
responded with his usual enthusiasm. “Now, what about you, Mr. 
Glenny?” he inquired, going part way down the length of the table 
and stopping beside the gentleman from Texas, who had joined their 
group the day before. “Made up your mind yet whether to grasp the 
great opportunities we’re offering?” 

It appeared that Mr. Glenny had still come to no such decision, so 
the others set forth without him, first stopping at the depot to claim 
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the Winslows’ two trunks, and to tell the agent these would be 
called for later; then going on to the store where Brent, as sug- 
gested, bought flour, sugar, lard, dried meat, coffee, tea, candles and 
matches. As they jogged along, Mr. Duson, besides pointing out 
everything he thought might be of interest in the rather drab land- 
scape, also spoke about practical matters. Some of the immigrants 
were clubbing together and hiring a freight car, he said, to bring 
down their household effects and farm implements — it had not taken 
them long to decide they wanted to settle permanently in the South; 
if anyone else was coming, or thinking of coming from Monroe, or 
near there, perhaps Mr. Winslow could make a deal which would be 
to his advantage. Unfortunately, Brent did not know of any such 
person; besides, he had sold his farm equipment with his farm and 
he did not have many household effects — just bedroom, dining room 
and parlour furniture, and he supposed that could come by freight, 
even if he could make no arrangements to share a car with anyone. 
Of course, of course, Mr. Duson assured him breezily, while they 
were fording a small stream and everyone else was clinging to the 
sides of the surrey for support; then, as to the farm equipment, Mr. 
Winslow could easily get whatever he needed at Rayne or at 
Opelousas — one day’s shopping would take care of all that. Ursin 
Villac broke in at this point to say he was sure the Primeaux would 
be glad to lend whatever was most necessary along that line; any 
man would be glad to let a neighbour take a cart or a plough or such, 
for a day or so. Brent thanked him and said he would appreciate 
this very much, but that of course he would see about getting equip- 
ment of his own, right away. . . . What about farm animals, he 
wanted to know next. Well, there would be no difficulty about those, 
either, Mr. Duson and Ursin Villac hastened to tell him, speaking 
almost simultaneously; one settler would have a mule he could spare, 
another a cow, another a few hens; they would look around for a 
good yoke of oxen; and, as for the small Cajun ponies, running 
around half wild, probably all he would have to do would be to 
catch a couple, or more if he needed them. If someone came along 
and claimed them, Winslow could pay for them afterwards; but the 
chances were they would never be missed. 

“I can help catch them,” Lavinia volunteered eagerly at this point. 
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“And I could help, if you couldn’t do it alone,” Claude announced 
proudly. He was again armed with a long stick of candy and, this 
time, he and Lavinia were taking turns at sucking it, without any 
formal offer or acceptance. 

“Well, that’s very kind of you, Claude,” Brent said, smiling 
without condescension and looking at the young Cajun with more 
appreciation of the boy’s friendliness than he had previously done. 
“As a matter of fact, Lavinia probably could go out and get a halter 
on a colt, if it was one of her grandfather’s. Of course, it’s different 
when it comes to these wild ponies. But she’s got a way with horses. 
Hasn’t she, Mary?” 

“Yes,” Mary answered with unwonted brevity. She had been 
silently gazing at the sky most of the morning, and Brent was be- 
ginning to wish that she would take more part in the conversation. 
There was nothing in her face to suggest discomfort or anxiety, but 
he could not help wondering if some of these sensations were not 
lurking behind her habitual self-control. It might be, of course, that 
there was very little on which she could comment. The flat, dun- 
coloured landscape was broken only occasionally by small clumps of 
trees; a few brindles — apparently more tranquil of disposition than 
the one which had demonstrated, the day before, that cow-catchers 
were essential on trains—were cropping poor-looking grass, and a 
larger number of small, sturdy horses, presumably the ‘Cajun ponies’ 
to which Mr. Duson had referred, were galloping about, Since leav- 
ing the Crowley House, the travellers had come upon only two or 
, three forlorn shacks, which might easily have been vacant as well as 
isolated, for these betrayed little or no evidence of human habitation, 
After all, there had not been much for Mary to say unless she had 
remarked that she never imagined any territory in the world could 
be so drab and dreary. Brent was having hard work to keep from 
saying so himself. When he had seen it before, the fresh verdure of 
spring had transfigured it; he should have waited until this seem- 
ingly barren countryside was again mantled with green and banked 
with iris... 

“What perfectly beautiful clouds!” Mary exclaimed suddenly. 
“Just look at them — tier after tier of foaming white, against that 
deep blue! And in all kinds of shapes! You could imagine almost 
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anything — mountains and buildings and figures of both human 
beings and animals! Can you see, Lavinia?” 

“Why, yes! I see a lady with a big hat on and a waterfall in front 
of a palace. What do you see, Claude?” 

Claude took a little longer to make up his mind, while he squinted 
at the clouds. “J think I see a big dog, lying with its head on its 
front feet,” he said at length. “But it might be a lion.” 

“There now!” Mr. Duson remarked with satisfaction. “I’ve always 
said myself I didn’t believe there was any place in the world where 
you could get such cloud effects as right here in Louisiana. Most 
usually though, I’ve had to call people’s attention to them, the same 
way I have to call their attention to all our natural advantages. You’re 
the first, Mrs. Winslow, to notice the cloud effects for yourself, and 
I'll take my Bible oath you'll be just as quick to see natural advan- 
tages. The same goes for these two children. I never saw smarter 
young ones in my life, or better behaved, for that matter. . . . Now, 
here’s something else that might interest you all: right over yonder, 
where Bazinet still has a blacksmith shop, there used to be an Indian 
trading post. It was a favourite haunt of jayhawkers, too, during the 
war and for quite some time afterwards.” 

“What’s a jayhawker ?” Lavinia inquired. 

“A freebooting guerilla.” 

“What’s that?” Claude asked, with equal curiosity. 

“A guerilla’s a soldier who doesn’t belong to any regular regi- 
ment, just to some small independent band that makes surprise 
raids. Very often, such fighters attack settlements or people that 
aren’t enemies, and rob them. When they do that they’re called free- 
booting guerillas or jayhawkers.” 

“Oh!” said Lavinia, with increasing interest, now slightly tinged 
with awe. “Are there any of them around here now?” 

“No, sugar, they’ve been gone a long while. It’s too bad there 
isn’t some kind of a store, though, where the old trading post used 
to be. It would have come in handy for you folks. That’s the be- 
ginning of your land right over there to the left, Mr. Winslow, 
beyond that split cypress fence. And if you look hard, you can see 
your house a piece back.” 

They all gazed intently in the direction towards which Mr. Duson 
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was pointing with his whip. At first, they could see nothing except a 
small dark cube, which stood out against the sky above the dun- 
coloured grass, not far from the first clump of trees they had come 
across in a long time. But, as they continued to stare at it, they could 
make out a smaller cube beside it and, gradually, the two took on 
the character of buildings. 

“Cypress slab,” Mr. Duson informed Mary. “That’s what most 
of the homesteaders around here used for their first houses. Got it 
from Lyon’s Point, about ten miles from where we are now, and had 
it drawn on their land by ox-team, Comes in mighty handy for build- 
ing material. Course, those slabs are just logs, split down the middle; 
they’re not planed much if any; but they’re sound and tight, when 
they’re mortised right. Nearest sawmill we’ve got so far is down by 
Jeanerette, beyond New Iberia, and orders for boards are coming in 
so fast they have to work round the clock to fill ’em. But any time 
you and your husband decide you want more of a house than you've 
got here now, just say the word and I'll see you get service. Mean- 
while, I think you’re going to make out all right. You’ve got a 
kitchen — that’s the smaller building—and a dog-trot between that 
and the larger one, so you'll be protected from the rain, going back 
and forth. You don’t have to be protected from the cold, because 
there isn’t any. And I took the liberty of telling Frankel to have a 
second-hand cook-stove, I’ve been advertising for sale for quite some 
time, loaded on with the rest of your stuff. If you don’t like it, you 
can send it right back where it came from—no obligation what- 
soever. But I thought it might come in handy until you could get 
something better.” 

“Thank you,” Mary said gratefully. “It was very kind of you— 
very kind and thoughtful, like everything else you’ve done.” 

“Well, now,” Mr. Duson replied, “we all help each other out, best 
we can, around here, like I said before. Besides the second-hand 
stove, I’ve had them put on some posts and fence wire — enough for 
a small barn-lot where you can keep a plough mule. The main fenc- 
ing job will come later, of course. You’ll find the Primeaux’ll want to 
help, too. Their place isn’t more than half a mile further along. I 
figured on taking Mr. Villac and Claude over there, soon’s I’d let 
you off. Then, on my way back, I’ll step in and see whether you 
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can make out, right away, with what you’ve got here, or whether 
you want to stay at the Crowley House for a while longer. There’s 
a good stick and mud chimney, and I stowed away a jug of water, in 
case your well pump doesn’t work, and a few victuals underneath the 
tront seat, enough for your noon meal, according to my reckoning. 
PIL have mine with the Primeaux and, like as not, some of them will 
be coming by this afternoon, too. They'll want to welcome you to 
God’s country.” 

While he was talking, the surrey had gradually come nearer and 
nearer the two small slab buildings, connected with a covered passage- 
way. The small clump of trees, which they had noticed at the same 
time the houses came into sight, though actually not far from these, 
still appeared to bear no real connection with them; they stood out, 
as they had when they were merely dark cubes against a bright but 
distant horizon, unshaded, unadorned and unbeautiful in them- 
selves, but with an almost defiant appearance of sturdiness and in- 
dependence. As the surrey came to a stop, Brent climbed out of it 
and, walking a little stiffly after his rough ride, strode over to the 
doorway of the larger building and unfastened it. 

The sun poured in through the wide opening, filling the long- 
closed room with warmth and light and patterning the hard-packed 
earthen floor with its radiance. In one corner stood a crude bedstead, 
of which the walls formed the headboard and one side; the foot- 
board and the other side were made of hand-hewn planks. There 
was a mattress of sorts on the bed and, nearby, a chair, also hand- 
hewn, with a calfskin seat. Rough benches were ranged on either 
side of a corner chimney piece and, in the fireplace itself, hung several 
iron pots. In each of the remaining corners there was a cupboard of 
sorts; otherwise, the room was empty. 

For a moment, Brent stood very still, looking carefully around 
him, but this was only to make sure everything was all right. There 
was no element of strangeness to him in the place; he had stayed 
there when he came to Louisiana alone, sleeping soundly on the 
mattress stuffed with Spanish moss, cooking what food he needed 
in the iron pots, hanging such clothes as he took off on the wooden 
pegs fastened to the inside of the door. He had been at peace with 
himself and the world then for the first time since his long illness, 
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and confident of the future’s promise in this land; now that he had 
Mary and Lavinia with him, he had a greater sense of responsibility 
and challenge; but he had no doubts and no fears about his ultimate 
success. 

He turned and started back towards the surrey, already walking a 
little less stiffly. He had intended to lift his wife and daughter down 
over the wheel. But they had forestalled him by alighting without his 
help and were now coming forward to meet him, He put his arm 
around Mary’s shoulders and gave Lavinia his free hand. Then the 
three went together, side by side, towards their new home. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


HE first thing he must do, Brent said, was to make sure the 

well pump was working all right; it was thoughtful of Mr. 

Duson to have supplied them with a jug of water; but that 
would not last long. The chances were that the leather, at least, 
would have to be replaced; if that was all, it would not present too 
many difficulties. But if one of the metal parts was corroded or 
cracked, beyond even temporary repair, they'd be mighty short of 
water until he could get a replacement. . . . 

Brent had already set to work as he explained this. But ‘optimistic- 
ally’ he directed his first efforts to using the pump as it was; these 
resulted only in a discouraging wheeze from some recess deep within 
it, Next, having discovered in the dog-trot a rusty tin can, he filled 
this from a turgid rain puddle and tried to prime the pump by pour- 
ing the water into its slotted top with one hand, while frantically 
working the handle with the other. There was still not a sign of a 
trickle; and growling that it was a good thing he had brought along 
a couple of monkey wrenches, Brent pulled off his shirt and resigned 
himself to a task of complete dismemberment. At last, squatting on 
his heels amidst a welter of parts, he turned one of the pieces over 
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and over between his right thumb and forefinger. Then he looked 
up at Mary, who had interrupted her own labours to bring him a 
cup of coffee, with a sigh of obvious relief. 

“It’s just the suckling that’s shot,” he said, wiping the sweat from 
his forehead. 

“The suckling?” 

“Yes —a circle of leather with these two little weights riveted on. 
When the plunger is lifted, the leather flaps up and lets the water 
through; when the plunger comes down, the leather flaps shut and 
keeps the water from going back; so pretty soon, it starts running 
out of the spout. The old chair by the bed will provide all I need to 
fix up a temporary suckling. Pll just cut a circle out of the calfskin 
seat, soak it well and fasten these same weights to it. They’ll last 
until we can get us a good store bought one and I’ll engage sundown 
won’t catch us without plenty of pump water in our kitchen.” 

While Brent was working on the pump, Mary had found a broom 
of sorts in one of the cupboards and she had swept out both houses 
and, with Lavinia’s help, had carried the sorry mattress outdoors, 
where it would soak up sun. She took the benches out, too, dusted 
them off, and arranged the ‘victuals’ Mr. Duson had supplied on 
one of them. They were all glad to sit down and eat by the time 
their first labours were finished, for they were rather tired and very 
hungry; the hearty picnic lunch revived them, besides satisfying 
their undemanding tastes. They had just finished this welcome meal 
when the ox-cart, laden with their baggage and provisions, fencing 
materials and the second-hand cook-stove, came jolting into sight. 
The driver — a squat Negro, who answered to the name of Preacher, 
and whose feats of strength were as astonishing as the fashion in 
which the uppers of his heavy shoes had been slashed, so that his 
toes would burst through — took it for granted that he was expected 
to unload everything and help set up the stove; and, by the time 
this was done, the surrey had returned, with Mr. Duson as its only 
passenger, however. 

“Well, I see you’re not only getting along all right, but making 
out fine,” he said, looking around him with a comprehensive and 
approving glance. The mattress had been taken in again and Mary 
had hastened to begin unpacking the huge Saratoga trunk she had 
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inherited from her mother; so the bed was neatly made up and 
covered with a prettily patterned quilt. On Duson’s arrival, she 
paused in the arrangement of towels and other household items on 
the cupboard shelves, which were now thoroughly cleaned and open 
to the air; but he could see how much she had accomplished already. 
She had even managed to get her sewing machine out of the second 
huge trunk, and it was now set up ready for use. She was sure the 
stove was going to draw wonderfully, she told him; but, even if it 
didn’t, they would not need much supper, the lunch he had given 
them had been so filling. Not wholly satisfied with this cheerful assur- 
ance, he went out to the kitchen, but there, too, he found everything 
under control, Between them, Brent and the driver of the ox-cart 
already had the stove up and a fire lighted; and when Preacher had 
been paid and given a list of necessities which he was to bring out 
the next day, if possible, the ox-cart, now empty, went creaking off 
again, and Duson accepted an invitation to sit down and drink a cup 
of coffee before he started back to ‘town’. 

“Tl have to cut it short, though,” he told them, between sips 
from one of the tin cups Mary had found tucked away in the cup- 
board she was now allotting to linen. “My brother, ‘Curley,’ can 
handle today’s real estate sales without my help all right — ’course, 
they won’t be anything to compare with yesterday’s, because no 
auction has been advertised. Just the same, I like to be around and 
keep an eye on how things are going. . . . Villac isn’t going back 
with me tonight — matter of fact, it wouldn’t surprise me any if he 
should come over here, later in the evening, if he and that cousin 
of his can ever get through visiting; but once a couple of Cajuns sit 
down to pass a good time together, there’s no telling when they’ll be 
through. By the way, it’s settled already that he and Primeaux are 
going into partnership, though, of course, Villac’s got to collect his 
family and bring them over from Lacombe before he can really settle 
down. I don’t know how many young ones he’s got, but it sure is a 
quiverful, as the Good Book says. And Primeaux has another tribe, 
all wild as hawks. He lost his wife a while back, and there’s been 
no one to look after them since then, not the way they should be 
raised. It takes a woman to do that, as I don’t need to tell you. He’s 
tickled to death with the idea of having Villac’s wife take over. 


Where on earth they'll all sleep, I don't know — he’s got a frame 
house already, the first one out this way; but it’s no hotel for size 
and that’s about what he needs . . . speaking of hotels, looks to me 
as if the one in Crowley has lost some good customers,” he con- 
cluded, with a questioning look at Mary. “That is, if you really think 
you can manage with what you've got here.” 

“Yes, I’m sure we can,” she answered with a quiet conviction that 
sent a tremor of pride through Brent’s consciousness, ‘That is, if 
you go on helping us.” 

“Anything I can do, anything at all,” Mr. Duson assured her. 
“What was it you had in mind exactly, Mrs. Winslow?” 

Mary glanced at Brent, whom she had had no opportunity to con- 
sult, and caught the approving nod which indicated she was to go 
ahead with suggestions. “When Brent was here last spring, he stayed 
with a Mr. Jean Castex, a carpenter, in Mermentau,” she said, “And 
I thought——” 

“Know him well, know him well,” Mr. Duson answered glibly. 
“Want I should get a message to him? See if he can come here and 
do some work for you, or send someone, if he can’t come himself?” 

“Yes, please. We need another bed, for Lavinia. Brent thinks we 
can probably get a few planks from the Primeaux and that, with 
quilts over them, they’d be all right as a shake-down for him; 
Lavinia and I could sleep in the big bed for the present. But of 
course, that would be just a makeshift. And I want shelves in the 
kitchen for my pots and pans and some sort of a larder, besides more 
cupboard space. Of course, Brent could fix all that up, if he had to. 
But he’s handier outdoors than indoors and besides, of course, he’ll 
want to get started right away on his planting.” 

“Of course, of course,” Mr. Duson agreed. “He’ll need to begin 
ploughing and harrowing right away, so that you can get your vege- 
table garden going and your first crops in. No hurry about the rice, 
you can’t sow seed for that before May at the earliest. But the sooner 
the better, with everything else. I’ll get a message to Castex right 
away and I know he’ll do what he can for you. Just the same, I’m 
afraid he won’t think putting up a few shelves and the like of that is 
really much of a job. What about a little porch? Most everyone has 
a porch, and I think Castex would show more interest in the work 
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if you'd let him add one to your house right away. Naturally, I'll 
tell him you want some fencing done, too, as soon as you have stock, 
and some one-inch boards over that dirt floor would help a lot, even 
if they are rough sawed, especially if someone’s going to sleep on it. 
There won’t be any trouble getting enough of those. But I was 
hoping you were going to say you wanted him to start right in build- 
ing you a better home. I told you all you needed to do was to say 
the word and I’d get you as much good lumber as you needed. If 
Primeaux can have a frame house——”’ 

Again Mary looked at Brent and again she saw the signal that 
encouraged her to go ahead. “We will need the fences and the floor- 
boards would help a lot,” she said. “A porch would be pleasant, too. 
I believe we might have that. But J think my husband wants to wait 
and see how we do with our crops this year before we start to build 
a better home and, if he does, I’m satisfied to live in this house for 
the present. We’ve never had a chance to go out camping, like some 
of our friends, and this will be our camping trip, as well as our 
home.” She looked around her, the pride of ownership and the 
pioneering spirit both ringing through her voice and revealed in her 
face. “‘It’ll be very comfortable, when I get it settled,” she went on. 
“You said one day’s shopping, in Rayne or Opelousas, ought to be 
enough to get everything we need. So, as soon as we’re sure what that 
is, we'll take a day off and have a nice outing. But meanwhile——” 

“Meanwhile, PI get that message to Castex,” announced Mr. 
Duson, rising. “But I'll take the liberty of adding that, though you 
don’t require much carpentry this year, you will next, and TIl see 
about getting some cypress sawed and saved for you right away. 
Because, of course, your crops are going to be tip-top. Can’t fail, not 
if you tried to make ’em. Things grow practically by themselves, 
down here. . . . Well, I'll be back in a few days, just to keep in 
touch. Don’t ever like to lose sight of friends, once I’ve made them — 
especially when I’ve found just the kind of little girl I’ve been lcok- 
ing for all my life.” He chucked Lavinia under the chin and shook 
hands, in turn, with Mary and Brent, his departure apparently im- 
minent. But, with his foot already on the step of the surrey, he 
turned back. “About that small tract I spoke of,” he said, “people 
around here never call it anything except the ‘wet patch’ and that’s 


what it is — almost worthless in itself, like 1 told you, so it’s a great 
bargain. And, along with what you’ve got already, it could come in 
mighty handy. Since you’re not doing any building right away, you 
might like to put some of what you’re saving on lumber into a little 
more land. Anyway, I’ll drive you over to have a look at that tract 
next time I come out this way. No harm in just having a look. No 
obligation whatsoever.” 

When he had finally taken his leave, Brent and Mary exchanged 
glances and laughed. Then they kissed each other. As neither was 
habitually merry nor habitually demonstrative, Lavinia looked at 
them in some astonishment. But she laughed, too, without know 
ing quite why and then she sidled up to them, so that she could 
share in their embrace. They were all very happy. 


Later in the afternoon, while they were resting after their day’s 
work, they saw two boys coming towards them across the prairie. 
Each was leading an animal, and each was carrying a basket. As they 
came a little nearer, the Winslows could see that one of the boys was 
Claude, that the animal he was leading was a cow, and that the 
animal led by the boy they did not know was a mule. Because he was 
so completely charged, Claude could not wave a greeting, but 
presently he called one out. 

“This is my cousin, Fleex,” he informed them. “‘His father, my 
Uncle Phares, sent us over. He thought you would need some milk 
for Lavinia and that you would want to start ploughing soon as ever 
you could. So he is loaning you a cow and a mule. He thought you 
would like some eggs and some greens and some oranges, too.” 

“Oranges!” Lavinia exclaimed with astonished delight. 

“Why, yes, Uncle Phares has got a real nice little grove.” 

“You mean you can go right out and pick them off the trees?” 

“Why, yes,” Claude said again. “You can come over tomorrow 
and pick some yourself, if you want to. There’s plenty more besides 
what we've got with us. That’s what we have in our baskets — the 
oranges and the eggs and the greens, I mean. Uncle Phares will be 
over tomorrow to see you himself. He’s going to bring you some 
pullets and a rooster, and a sodbuster, so you won’t be delayed with 
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your ploughing. He couldn’t come tonight because he's too busy 
visiting with my father.” 

Brent and Mary laughed again, and again Lavinia laughed with 
them. They had gone forward to meet the boys, for, by this time, 
they already regarded Claude as a good companion, and they were 
quite prepared to welcome ‘Fleex’ in the same role, though they were 
puzzled by his name, which they had not yet recognized as Felix. 
Fleex made no remarks on his own initiative and answered only in 
monosyllables when addressed; his hair was matted, his hands dirty 
and his outlandish clothing ragged. His coat had evidently been 
made from a blanket which was once bright coloured, but now badly 
faded; and, though he was barefoot, a dingy shawl was wrapped 
around his head. Mary, remembering what Duson had said about 
Primeaux’s loss, felt her heart go out in sympathy towards the 
motherless boy, His roving glance did not prevent her from seeing 
that he had exceptionally fine dark eyes, his infrequent and seem- 
ingly reluctant smile disclosed teeth almost startlingly white, and his 
clumsy garments did not disguise the litheness of his figure or im- 
pede his quick movements; had he only been decently clean and 
properly clothed, he might have been quite handsome, in a hawk- 
like way, and there was something undeniably intriguing about him. 
If Villac’s wife were kindly and efficient, as Mary had every reason 
to believe after seeing Ursin and Claude, she was confident there 
would soon be a change for the better in this neglected lad’s appear- 
ance and manner. Villac and Duson were both right; it took a 
woman to deal with a brood. She spoke to Felix kindly, asking how 
many brothers and sisters he had. Two sisters and one brother, he 
answered, without volunteering any information about their names or 
ages. It was Claude who gave this, along with some correlative data. 

“Fleex is the eldest,” he said. “Fifteen, two years older than me. 
Then there’s Mezalee, just my age, and Marcelite, a year younger. 
Clement’s only five — there were some that died in between. They’re 
buried right here on the prairie — there’s a little family graveyard 
back of the orange grove. Us, we're all alive. My mother’s name is 
Anne and my sister, Annette, was called after her. Then there’s 
Odile and Onezime and Odey and Olin.” 

“My, what a lot of names beginning with O!” Lavinia exclaimed. 
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“Yes, aren’t there? I reckon Papa and Maman kind of got the 
habit and found it hard to stop. But we’re going to get started on 
the P’s now. If the new baby’s a girl, we'll name it Pauline. If it’s a 
boy, we can name it Paul, so everything’s all settled, either way.” 

It was not customary, in Monroe, to speak of new babies before 
their arrival and Mary hastened to change the subject. 

“Has the cow been milked yet this evening?” she inquired. 

“No, ma’am, not yet. Would you like me to milk her for you? I’m 
a right good milker, me, for my age.” 

Mary thought it rather strange that Felix had not made this offer, 
since he was two years older than Claude and since it was his father 
to whom the cow belonged. But, as he did not come forward, she 
accepted Claude’s suggestion gratefully and asked both boys to stay 
for supper. Thanks to them, she could scramble some eggs and boil 
some greens, and she already had the wherewithal for biscuit; they 
could have the oranges for dessert. . . . Quite obviously, Claude 
wanted to accept the invitation, but Felix, speaking on his own 
initiative for the first time, muttered something about having to get 
back. So Claude withdrew to do his milking and, while Mary began 
her preparations for the meal the boys were not going to share, Brent 
and Lavinia did their best to carry on a conversation with Felix. 
However, the friendly effort was unsuccessful and they were re- 
lieved when Claude came in with the milk and said he supposed it 
was time to get going. 

“It was kind of Phares Primeaux to send over the animals and 
the provisions,” Brent said. “But, to tell the truth, I don’t take 
to his son Felix at all. I hope he won’t have a bad influence on 
Claude, who’s a fine little fellow.” 

“Why should he? Isn’t it just as likely that Claude will have a 
good influence on him?” 

“I don’t know, I hope so.” 

It had been a crowded and an exciting day and Brent did not want 
to cram it any fuller with problems about other people. He wanted 
to close his consciousness to everyone, except his wife and child, and 
go gratefully to bed as soon as he had eaten; he did not even want 
to think of the work which they would begin together the next day. 
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PART THREE 





Bo vidence 


February, 1887 — December, 1887 


CHAPTER NINE 


HE Winslows were early risers by force of both habit and neces- 
sity, but they had not finished their breakfast the following 


morning when their first visitors arrived: Phares Primeaux 

was driving his cousin, Ursin, into Crowley, so that he could take 
the train to New Orleans, where he must change to another for 
Slidell, and they had allowed time for an exchange of greetings on 
the way. Claude had been left at the Primeaux’s place; his father did 
not see any sense in just dragging the boy back and forth, and he 
meant to have all the rest of the family in tow when he returned, 
which he hoped would be within a week or so. Before she started to 
pack, his wife would want time to think over the transfer; and 
though, in the end, she was sure to decide it was for the best — 
especially if Claude stayed behind — it might take her several days to 
reach this decision. Ursin would be glad to do any errands the 
Winslows would like to have him undertake in New Orleans. . . . 
Primeaux had brought with him the promised pullets and rooster, 
as well as a few old hens ‘he would never miss’; he, too, would be 
glad to do errands, if there were anything the Winslows might have 
forgotten to put on Preacher’s list. One thing was certain: he ought 
to make inquiries right away about a good yoke of oxen for sale, 
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because that was something he did not have to spare and, of course, 
Winslow would be needing it straight off. The boys would be over 
a little later with the sodbuster, and if Winslow’s plough needed 
sharpening, they could take that to Bazinet’s over at the old trading 
post, so there would be no delay about getting it done — they needn’t 
go all the way into Crowley with it. Primeaux and Villac had 
figured that Winslow would want to start ploughing the next day, 
and they thought he could, since a good north wind had sprung up, 
even though the ground was a little too damp, if he got busy with 
the sodbuster first— though no one but fools and strangers tried to 
predict weather thereabouts. Then, on the third day, he could disk 
and, the day after that, he could harrow. The boys would be glad 
to help, any way they could. Primeaux’s own ploughing was done 
already; so he could spare Fleex. And Mezalee was handy in the 
house; it wouldn’t do any harm at home if she let things go for a 
day or two and gave Mrs. Winslow a hand. 

“But what about their school?” Mary asked conscientiously. 

“Fleex never did take to book learnin’, him; he ain’t been near 
no schoo] this here winter, no. And it won’t pay for Claude to start 
at ‘the island,’ account Miss Millie, her, she be closin’ down for 
summer March first.” 

“The island?” the Winslows inquired in unison. 

“Yes, sho’. Miss Millie calls it ‘island’ account this school-house 
stands on the onliest place, yes, w’at don’t flood. She doin’ a fine job, 
her, makin’ the boys behave, without gettin’ them wild bucks mad 
at her, no. Fleex was the onliest one she couldn’t manage and I gotta 
admit, me, that was his fault. Now she bearin’ down, her, on the 
school board for glass windows and separate seats and desks. I 
guarantee you, me, she gets them. Mebbe enough books, too.” 

“But even if your boys don’t go, what about Mezalee?” Mary 
persisted, 

“Mostly girls don’t go to school ’round here,” Primeaux told her. 
“In with all the rough boys, they couldn’t. Fleex ain’t the onliest 
one w’at’s hard to handle, no, even if I gotta admit he’s bout the 
worst one, him, yes.” 

“Then how do the girls get educated?” 

“They don’t, not w’at you call educate’, no. My defint wife, her, 
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she taught Mezalee and Marcelite some. Miss Millie loaned us a 
couple of school-books through the summer and the girls got so they 
could read pretty good. I bought slates for them, me, like w’at the 
boys had, and Miss Millie, her, she showed my wife how she taught 
them to spell, She’d write words on the top of the slate, her, and 
the boys would make copies until they got to the bottom. Then 
they’d lick they fingers, them, and rub out the words and start over 
again.” 

“I see,” Mary said thoughtfully, looking at Lavinia, 

ioe way they got along fine, them. But now my wife’s been 
taken——” 

“I know. It’s very sad. Perhaps I can do something for your little 
daughters. I hope I can, you’ve done so much for us already. And, 
of course, when Mrs. Villac comes——” 

“She don’t come ’less | go get her,” Ursin remarked with his 
customary dryness. “And that train liable to leave Crowley while we 
sittin’ here, us, talkin’ ’bout how to educate young girls. So come, 
Phares, let’s get goin’ and do the rest of our visitin’ later, us.” 

They drove off, with hearty farewells all around, but leaving Mary 
somewhat disturbed over what she had learned about local methods 
of instructing the young, However, with her usual good sense, she 
reasoned that problems must be met one at a time and that others 
were far more pressing than that of schooling, Lavinia had rushed 
outdoors to ‘help’ her father, only to rush in again, a few minutes 
later, to ‘help’ her mother. She dried the makeshift kitchen utensils 
that Mary washed; she straightened the quilts that had served her 
father for a shake-down; she carried clothing and linen from the 
Saratoga trunk to the cupboard for her mother to arrange. When 

ith the sodbuster, she hailed them with excite- 
oe which increased when she found they had brought five-year- 
: Clement with them; she had always wanted a little brother and 
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ae a blocks, which she had insisted on bringing from 
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friendly advances. Mezalee had not been able to come with the boys 
after all, because she had washing to do, as well as dinner to get; 
and eventually, Lavinia tried to persuade Mary to let her ride back 
to the Primeaux’s place, so that she could meet the girls. She would 
not stay long, she promised, because she did not want to miss 
Preacher’s return with the ox-cart. But Brent protested; at this rate, 
she would have the boys driving back and forth all day. They 
assured him they did not mind, that there was nothing else they 
really needed to do, but he was firm, and Mary realized that he did 
not want Lavinia to go off, unsupervised, with Fleex, that he was 
distrustful of the strange boy to an almost unwarrantable degree. 

Momentarily, she was again disturbed by troubled thoughts and, 
again, she dismissed them quickly. Preacher returned sooner than 
had been expected and the contents of the laden ox-cart required 
immediate attention. Then, before nightfall, Jean Castex arrived. 
Duson had delivered his message with despatch and Castex had 
brought tools and materials with him, ready to start work at dawn 
the next day. The questions of food and lodging in the meantime 
had not troubled him at all; he knew his good friend, Primeaux, 
would look after him; and, when Primeaux stopped by for a second 
time, on his way back, after seeing Ursin off on the train, he insisted 
that they must all come over to have supper and pass a good time. 
Sure, there was room; sure, there was lots to eat; he would not take 
no for an answer. 

It was impossible to remain obdurate in the face of so much good- 
will, though Mary and Brent would much rather have gone to bed 
early again after a hard day’s work. Lavinia was delighted because 
she was going to meet Mazalee and Marcelite right away after all. 
The two Primeaux girls were, like their father, exuberantly friendly; 
and though Mary was secretly appalled at the haphazard manner in 
which this kindly family was living, and the quality of their evening 
meal, she reproached herself for her critical attitude and mentally 
quoted the Biblical proverb about the dinner of herbs where love is. 
Even Fleex contributed his share to the general entertainment; it 
transpired that he had a violin and played it quite willingly, with 
a good deal of natural talent. He was less successful in singing his 
own accompaniment, because his voice was changing, but his per- 
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formance was a spirited one and, though the Winslows could not 
understand the words of Caillette and Hier Après Midi, the verve 
with which he linked the verses together, by yelling, was exhilar- 
ating. When he switched to O Ma Petite Bergére, other members of 
the family joined in with the responses and, with the exception of 
Claude, who obligingly kept up a running translation in a whisper, 
they were all soon singing, lustily or pipingly, according to age. 
When Clement stopped piping and began to nod, Fleex switched 
again, this time to Fais Dodo, Colas, Mon Petit Frère, and the 
Winslows needed no translation to understand that he was singing 
a lullaby. His uncertain voice became soothing and tender and, pre- 
sently, he laid the violin aside and gathered the little boy up in his 
arms. Clement stirred slightly and snuggled closer. 

“T love you, Fleex,” he murmured sleepily. 

Fleex carried the little boy off to bed and the Winslows thought 
he must have gone to bed himself, for he did not return to the 
kitchen and no noise came from the direction in which he had dis- 
appeared. But, after they had started home, they heard the wail of 


the violin again and, above it, the cracked voice of Fleex, singing a 
wild, weird song, 


CHAPTER TEN 


ordered pattern. The extra shelves, the presses and the wood floor- 
ing in the little cypress slab house gave it added comfort and con- 
venience; and the day’s shopping trip to Opelousas provided the 
commodities which had not been obtainable nearer at hand. The 
well pump gave an ample supply, and was so close to the house that 
Mary did not greatly miss piped water in the kitchen; three sets of 
pails — large ones for Brent to carry, medium-sized ones for Mary, 
small ones for Lavinia — were kept handy, and whoever passed in or 
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|: a relatively short time, the Winslows’ life took on a well- 


out filled or emptied them. Mary washed and rinsed their clothes 
and household linen in two tin tubs set on a bench in the dog-trot, 
and enjoyed the novelty of doing this out of doors; the drying was 
more of a problem, with the frequent spring rains, but she managed. 
The pullets gave them a plentiful supply of eggs and, once a week, 
they sacrificed an old hen for a feast of fricassee; otherwise, except 
for an occasional treat of fresh pork or game, they managed with 
the dried meat from Jac Frankel’s. The turnip greens and other 
produce, still prodigally supplied by the Primeaux, were supple- 
mented by their own vegetables, for all their garden stuff was coming 
up well, as were the fields of oats and corn that Brent had planted. 
There had been quite a search for just the right yoke of oxen, but 
this had finally been found and, meanwhile, Sadie, the mule, had 
sufficed for every major farm need. 

Besides the oxen, Brent had purchased a sow that was soon to 
farrow, a bull calf and six cows, and these were effectively confined 
by the good fences and pens that Castex had built, For equipment, 
Brent had already secured a second-hand farm wagon from Rayne 
and had a new one on order. As Duson had predicted, it had re- 
quired no cash outlay and very little effort to secure a couple of 
‘Cajun’ ponies. As a matter of fact, Fleex had not only caught them, 
but broken them, and had shown great skill in the matter. Praise 
of his prowess had brought to the boy’s face the first responsive smile 
that Brent had ever succeeded in evoking. From then on, there was 
less strain between them, and Brent was willing to concede that there 
was some good in Fleex after all, adding that, of course, Mrs. Villac 
had done wonders in bringing this out, even in the short time since 
her arrival. 

Anne Villac was a roly-poly little woman, with snapping black eyes, 
neglected teeth and an infectious laugh. Everything about her was 
round, not only her figure, but her face and features; and though she 
lacked the quiet and thoughtful determination which carried Mary 
so well through every crisis, Anne had tremendous energy, abound- 
ing kindliness, and a temper which burnt itself out as quickly as it 
flashed into flame. She always wore ear-rings, but she did not always 
wear shoes; she was apt to put these on rather late in the day, about 
the same time she combed her hair which, like that of all her chil- 
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dren, was thick, black and either really unmanageable or so nearly 
so that they preferred to regard much attempt at management as 
hardly worth the effort. She did not scrub and scour, the way Mary 
did, nor did she worry about opening windows and doors to let 
fresh air and sunshine into the house; much less did she drag house- 
hold equipment outdoors to air and sun it. But she swept vigorously, 
as she did everything else, and the shuttle of the long-silent loom 
was clicking again, hour after hour, and beautiful striped coverlets 
and towels, as well as homespun for all sorts of garments, were reel- 
ing off it. Moreover, she ground corn for meal, made lard, candles 
and soap from tallow, and got three meals a day on the table which, 
both as to amplitude and seasoning, far surpassed Mary’s. Besides, 
there was always a coffee pot on the hob, which was not allowed to 
become empty or even cold, a stew or a gumbo simmering in an 
iron pot from which anyone could dip out a ladleful at will, and 
potatoes buried in the ashes overnight to bake against the morrow’s 
need. Her own children were all merry, healthy and reasonably tidy, 
though they had never heard of daily baths until Lavinia mentioned 
these and recoiled from the idea with suspicion; her adopted brood 
soon became merrier, healthier and tidier. All of them were a little 
afraid of her tongue when she was roused, and of the whippings she 


Paggage, about a fortnight after 
l i e most part wonderfully con- 
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The Villacs and the Primeaux were the Winslows’ only near neigh- 
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bours, a scant half-mile away across the prairie; but they had other 
visitors, all of whom proved friendly. One of these was Will Milton, 
a former captain of militia and now the first tax collecting deputy 
sheriff of Acadia Parish, who drove all over it in his shiny buggy, 
behind two spirited bays, Star and Fly. The scattered residents of 
the prairie never thought of ‘worrying themselves’ by going into the 
new parish seat to pay their taxes, and Mr. Milton did not ‘worry 
them’ by suggesting that they should. He enjoyed his drives, and 
frequently prolonged them for as much as six or seven days without 
going home at all, though his house in Crowley had been almost the 
first to go up there; he spent the night wherever he happened to be 
when darkness overtook him. When he reached the Winslows for the 
first time, they already had two beds, so he and Brent shared one of 
these and Mary and Lavinia the other. It was his last night out, he 
told them, and he kept the money-bags, filled with silver and gold 
coins, close beside him and a pistol within reach — not that he was 
looking for trouble, he explained, but you never knew; there were 
still some marauders around. . . . However, he seemed to take an 
immediate liking to his hosts and soon to feel implicit confidence 
in them; for, on a subsequent visit, he told them that the next night, 
in accordance with his custom at the end of a trip, he would bolt all 
the doors of his home and pull down all the window shades; then 
he would lay a thick silence pad, about six feet square, on the floor 
of his room before he opened the money-bags and poured out their 
contents, as quietly as possible. Next, he would take pencil, note- 
book, tax roll names and tax receipts and check the amount of the 
collections against the names of those who had paid. When every- 
thing tallied to the last penny, the money would be returned to the 
bags, which would then be stacked in a big roll-top desk, that could 
padlock as well as lock; and when he finally went to bed, he would 
lean a Winchester rifle against the desk and put his pistol under his 
pillow. His wife could use the Winchester, if she had to. . . 

“And don’t you ever let anyone see you emptying out all that gold 
and silver?” Lavinia asked breathlessly, She thought this was the 
most exciting story she had ever heard, much more thrilling than 
any fairy tale, 

“No, sugar. Only my wife.” 
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“Wouldn't you let anyone see you?” 

“Well now, I don’t know. Time might come when there’d be so 
much money in this parish, I'd need someone to help me count it, 
besides my wife. Are you good at sums?” 

“Yes,” Lavinia said with pride. 

Mr. Milton looked delighted. “That’s fine. Keep me posted on 
how you’re coming along with your sums and whether you learn to 
handle a rifle. That might be handy, too. You'll have plenty of 
chances to keep me informed. You see, Pil be in to visit your daddy 
pretty regularly.” 

Brent laughed then. He did not begrudge the tax money he had 
paid William Milton. The immediate liking had been mutual. 


Another welcome visitor was Dr. Mouton, the kindly physician 
whose practice was largely among the pioneers, though nominally 
he lived in Rayne. The Winslows all kept in the best of health, 
throughout that first spring and summer; but, if Dr. Mouton were 
called to anyone out their way, he was apt to stop by just to make 
sure there was nothing he could do for them at the same time. He 
could also tell stories and, though Lavinia did not think these were 
as exciting as the one about the money-bags, she enjoyed them. 
Once, Dr. Mouton told them, he was on his way at nightfall to see 
a patient who was desperately ill, and his mare shied when he came 
to a stream he had to cross; then he saw that the bridge was down. 
So he unhitched the mare, kicked her gently towards the stream, and 
crossed it by clinging to her tail, meanwhile holding his satchel above 
. the water with his free hand, while she swam across, 

“And did the poor man you went to see get well?” Lavinia 
wanted to know. 

“That he did, and a strong, husky fellow he is to this day. I can’t 
afford to have my patients die, Lavinia, of anything except a ripe 
old age. I’d lose my practice if I did.” 


“Is anyone sick out this way now?” Mary inquired, as the doctor 
finished his coffee and rose to leave. 


“No, not what you'd call sick. But I knew Mrs. Villac must be 
near full term and I thought I might as well pass by. I couldn’t have 
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timed it better. I meant to tell you straight off, as soon as I got here, 
but somehow, we started on stories——” 

“Do you mean to tell me it’s all over — with no one there to help?” 

“Lord, Mrs. Winslow, why should I need any more help than 
what her husband and cousin and all those young ones can give me? 
Many’s the time I’ve done with less—and her, too. Shell be glad 
to see you if you feel like going over though —and maybe Lavinia 
would like to see the new baby.” 

“Oh, I would! Is it Paul or Pauline?” Lavinia asked. 

The doctor looked puzzled for a moment, then laughed. 
“Pauline,” he said. “So now they’ve got four boys and three girls — a 
fine family. Primeaux’s children are coming along all right, too — 
I’ve even begun to have hopes of Fleex. It’s unfortunate, of course, 
that they lost their own mother —one way you look at it. But she 
wasn’t half the helpmeet Anne Villac’s proving herself to be.” 


The visits to the baby and her mother took up so much time, 
during the next few days, that Lavinia and Mary missed another 
welcome caller, the most regular one of all — Anna Kutsch, who rode 
out over the prairie several times a week, delivering mail to the 
scattered pioneers, In spite of Dr. Mouton’s casual reassurance, Mary 
was horrified that Anne had not had some experienced woman with 
her at the time of her confinement, and insisted on taking over the 
care of mother and child, and supervising the performance of house- 
hold tasks and of the younger children by Annette, Mezalee and 
Marcelite. Anne was properly grateful, but more for the goodwill 
than for the actual nursing. 

“You ain’t never had but one, chère,” she told Mary, “that why 
you make so much about it. I gotta admit, me, sometimes it go hard 
the first time; once you over that, it ain’t no more than a bellyache, 
no, mebbe a bad one, mebbe a light one. Don’t you worry none, no 
— you got lots to do by your house and me’n Pauline is gettin’ along 
fine, us, yes.” 

Mary remained unconvinced until she arrived one morning to 
find Mrs. Villac not only up and dressed, but standing by the stove 
stirring gumbo. “The young girls don’ make it to suit that Ursin, 
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him,” she explained. “They ain’t got the knack yet. But this here’ll 
be ready soon, soon and it’s goin’ to be good, yes. Sit down, chère, 
and I'll fill a couple bowls, me, for you and Lavinia.” 

“Td be much happier if you’d go back to bed and let me finish 
the gumbo,” Mary objected. 

Anne Villac’s eyes snapped, “And w’at you know about gumbo, 
Madame Illinois?” she inquired shortly. “There, I didn’ go for to 
hurt your feelings, me, no, Just the same, it’s true. And I ain’t goin’ 
back to bed. When I get finish’ with this gumbo, me, I’m goin’ to 
start a batch of shortbread. You kept everything so clean, I got no 
sweepin’ to do, and no washin’, only the diapers. All I got to do, 
me, is set and rock the baby the rest of this day.” 

Mary saw that it would be not only futile, but offensive for her to 
argue; so she left, taking Lavinia with her. The little girl was even 
more reluctant to go than her mother; she still called Clement her 
‘little brother’, but she had already begun to call Pauline her ‘little 
sister’ and Clement had a formidable rival in her affections. She very 
seldom sulked, but she did so now; she had been promised that she 
could hold Pauline, some time that day; and they had left before 
Mrs. Villac would let her take the baby, who was sleeping peace- 
fully, out of the packing box which served her as a cradle. Her 
resentment increased when she found she had missed Anna Kutsch, 
to whom she had taken a great liking. 

“Stop acting like a baby yourself, Lavinia,” Brent said, more 
sharply than was his habit. “Your mother’s tired enough as it is, 
without having you plague her like this. . . - Mary, there’s a letter 
from your father. I put it on the shelf in front of the clock.” 

They did not have a great deal of mail and they looked forward 
to Anna’s visits, just as they did to Dr. Mouton’ 
of her presence rather than for any service she r 
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bride was offered as a pretext for similar negligence; she was rap- 
turously happy and her every thought, like her every act, was 
centred on her husband. Once in a while, she dashed off a few lines 
to say that she was more and more in love every day, that she had 
never imagined marriage could be a condition of such sustained and 
unalloyed rapture, and that she was for ever discovering new aspects 
of perfection in Jonathan. Eventually, she wrote to say she believed 
she might be pregnant, and that the thought of bearing Jonathan’s 
child filled her with unspeakable happiness and pride; a few weeks 
later, she wrote again to say now she was sure, and that her cup of 
joy was brimming over. 

It remained for her father to send the immigrants news of more 
general character. Jim Garland did his best, but it did not come 
naturally for him to express himself on paper, and Mary opened the 
envelope, which Brent had propped up in front of the clock, with no 
great anticipation of pleasurable interest. But, because she was tired, 
she sat down in one of the rockers which had lately been added to 
their household equipment; and, after a time, Brent, coming back 
briefly to the house during a break in his work, realized that she had 
remained seated far longer than was her habit. He looked at her 
questioningly and then, struck by a certain strangeness in her ex- 
pression, came over and put his hand on her shoulder. 

“You haven’t had bad news, have you, Mary?” 

“No, not exactly. That is . . . Brent, Father wants to come and 
live with us.” 

“What?” 

“He wants to come and live with us,” Mary repeated, in a rather 
dull voice. “He’s got it all planned. He says he can come for nothing 
in an ‘immigrant car.’ All our furniture and all of his that he wants 
to bring with him would come in the same car. His livestock, too. 
One passenger is entitled to ride free in a car of that sort as a ‘guard.’ 
That’s what he wants to do.” 

“But why——” 

“He says he’d feel better if we had some real horses, not just these 
Cajun ponies we’ve told him about. He wants Lavinia to grow up 2 
really fine horsewoman and the thinks you and I are too busy to sez 
that she has the proper training for one, And it seems he has a few 
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pure-bred cows now and he thinks we ought to be raising those, por 
making do with the range cattle we've described. He says he doesn’t 
like to think of us living in a one-room house, either — he S got so 
he’s brooding over it. He knows we can’t afford anything better just 
yet, but he’s prepared to help us pay for a better one—a better one 
and a bigger one, so that there would be room for him. That’s what 
he says. But, Brent, I can’t help being afraid” 

“Yes, Mary?” 

“I can’t help being afraid that he isn’t happy. Not just because he 
misses Mother so much, but because Sally and Jonathan have made 
him feel — well, that he’s in the way. That they want the place to 
themselves.” 

“But, good Lord, they’ve got two places!” 

“Well then, that they want both places to themselves.” 

Briefly, Mary and Brent looked at each other in meaningful silence. 
Then Mary spoke with hesitation. 

“I know you don’t want to build until the first crops are harvested. 
But if Father helped pay for the house——” ; 

“I don’t want that, either. I was grateful for the money that made 
it possible for me to get this place. But I said, from the beginning, 
it must be just a loan and I’d rather not borrow any more — much less 
take anything as a gift. I like your father, you know that, Mary. 
But I want this to be our house, yours and Lavinia’s and mine. I 
wouldn’t feel it was, if someone else’s money went into it — anyone 
else’s money. Pd feel just the same, for instanc 

who had written that letter instead of yours.” 
| “On the other hand, you don’t want Father to feel that he isn’t 
welcome with either of his daughters, do you, Brent?” 

“No, of course not. We must think of some way to manage.” 

Again, there was a short silence, It was Brent who broke it this 
time, speaking thoughtfully rather than hesitantly. 

“Once, when Primeaux was over here, 
ing outside, talking, 
even after we moved 
got to having hired h 
he’d seen one place 
while it was being 


e, if it were my father 


and he and I were stand- 

he said I’d always have a use for this house, 

into a better one, because by and by, when I 

ands, they’d need some place to bunk. He said 

that had two cypress slab houses built on it, 

homesteaded, and they’d both come in handy 
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after a while. Maybe your father’d take the money he thought of 
letting us have and build himself a house like this on our land —or a 
different kind, if he wanted to. That would be up to him. Then, 
later on, after we got our new one, he could move in with us or stay 
in his own, just as he preferred. My guess is he’d rather stay in his 
own, except for meals — naturally, he’d take those with us, his dinner, 
anyway.” 

“Brent, I think you’ve had a wonderful idea. I think that’s just 
what we ought to suggest.” 

“He'll want more shelter for his horses than any we've got for our 
animals, so far, too,” Brent continued. “Not just a lean-to—a real 
stable, probably with quarters for a stable-boy attached. No doubt he 
has one he’d like to bring with him, and some sort of arrangement 
could be made for him in the immigrants’ car, too. If your father 
wants to build a stable like that, too, with his money, I’ve no objec- 
tion. The horses would still be his.” 

“I think we’d both better write him, don’t you, Brent? You could 
give him your point of view and I’d give him mine. Of course, they’d 
be the same, really. But we’d express ourselves differently, and he’d 
get more the feeling that we’d really like to have him if you’d write, 
too.” 

“I guess he would. Pll find out, right away, how soon we could 
get the lumber he’d need, and how Castex is fixed for building 
time.” 

“Mr. Duson said whenever you needed cypress———’ 

“Yes, and I’ve been meaning to have a talk with him, anyway. 
. .. You remember that tract he kept harping on?” 

“The ‘wet patch?’ The one he said was worthless?” 

“Worthless by itself. Not if it were part of our property. And 
Primeaux thinks it’s much better suited for my rice crop than the 
place I was planning to sow. It’s got a deep gully running through 
it, with well-wooded banks, with some ash on them —the hardest 
wood of all to get, as you know. A patch ought to be wet for rice 
and this one would provide better drainage than any I’ve got else- 
where. Drainage is mighty essential and I believe that tract might 
be a sound investment, just as Duson said. I’m planning to sow at 
least twenty acres with rice and, if I can get the best conditions for 
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growing it by spending a little extra now, I ought to be able to 
make up for it later.” 

“Is there enough money left?” 

“I think so — just about. If not, I know Duson will give me credit, 
and I don’t mind taking advantage of that.” 


He did not have to take advantage of it; a bargain Duson had 
promised, and a bargain the wet patch should be, he told Brent as 
soon as he was approached on the subject. Brent had taken title to 
it, ploughed, disk-harrowed it and begun the slow and wearisome 
process of hand sowing by the time the cypress slabs for the second 
house and the lumber for the stable had arrived, with Castex in their 
wake. By the time the new buildings were finished, the young plants 
had begun to show above the water on the low ground. There was a 
slight slope to the wet patch and, acting on Primeaux’s advice, Brent 
had dug a crude reservoir on the higher part of it; this served as 
storage space for rainwater and supplemented the supply that the 
gully provided for irrigation. In these favourable conditions, the 
young plants were coming up slim and straight, jade green in colour 
and very beautiful. Mary, who had viewed the sprouting corn and 
potatoes and the thrifty young cabbages, turnip greens, peas and 
beans with satisfaction, but with no sense of wonderment except 
in their early shooting forth and rapid growth, was awed by this 
beauty of the young rice. Nearly every afternoon, no matter how 
tired she was, she walked over to the edge of the wet patch and 
stood gazing at it, entranced. And it was this tract of land, where 
the shoots, stouter and sturdier now, were turning from jade to 
emerald green, to which she eagerly led her father the evening after 
his arrival. 

“Isn't that the loveliest sight you ever saw?” she asked him. “The 
green rice — the red sunset — the pink clouds in the blue sky...” 
y “You certainly have got an eye for colour,” he told her teasingly. 

But yes al ll admit it’s pretty. I won’t go so far as to say it’s the 
prettiest aa I ever w but it zs pretty. From what ! hear, rice is 
a pretty chancy crop though. It i 
i iy it aie ae A a lot of water. What happens 
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“I’m afraid there isn’t a very good crop, either, But you see, people 
hereabouts trust in Providence that there will be. That’s why they 
call this ‘Providence’ rice.” 

“T see. Well, it’s a good thing to trust in Providence. But I believe 
the Almighty likes a little co-operation now and again. To my way 
of thinking, it wouldn’t be a bad plan to try and figure out some 
way of getting artificial irrigation.” 

“Well, you and Brent must talk that over. I know he’d be glad 
of any suggestions.” 

“I’m not so sure. Brent’s always struck me as a man who liked to 
figure things out for himself. And he doesn’t do so badly at it, given 
time. Don’t tell him what I said right away, Mary. See if he doesn’t 
say it himself, before long.” 

It required considerable self-control for Mary to act on her father’s 
advice, but she managed to do so, helped, not inconsiderably, by the 
fact that the early summer was one of abundant rainfall and that the 
Providence rice in the wet patch ripened without a setback, though 
not without constant care. Brent had bought the best Honduras seed 
he could obtain; but he had quickly learned that he must be on the 
lookout for the indigo and the ‘red rice’ that could damage and even 
spoil his crop. He weeded it early and late, finding willing and 
efficient help from his father-in-law and Joshua, the stable-boy Jim 
Garland had brought with him from Illinois. Villac and Primeaux 
and their sons showed every disposition to be helpful, too; however, 
they had their own crops to care for, and it was only occasionally that 
they could lend a hand. When Brent came in one night, dead tired, 
and wearily admitting that the red rice was getting ahead of him, 
Mary announced that the next day she was going into the field, too. 

“You'll do nothing of the kind,” Brent told her shortly. “It was 
bad enough, having you do chores in Illinois, when I was a sick 
man. We’re not in Illinois any longer and I’m not a sick man 
any more. I’m not going to have my wife out working in a rice 
field.” 

“Anne Villac is out working in their family field. She puts Pauline 
on her back and goes along with the men.” 

“All right. When you’ve got a baby to put on your back, you can 
go out and work like a common Cajun.” 
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“Brent, it isn’t like you to talk this way. It just shows how over- 
worked you are,” 

It was Jim Garland who eased the mounting tension between them. 
From the beginning, his presence had been an advantage, as well as 
a pleasure, and he had fitted extremely well into the general picture. 
If he had any regrets over the drastic move he had made, he never 
said so; even the announcement that Sally had triumphantly pro- 
duced a nine-pound boy, which she had named for him, elicited very 
little comment on his part; and he expressed no desire to see his new 
grandson. Apparently, he considered the break with them definite, if 
not final, and neither Brent nor Mary felt it behoved them to ques- 
tion his attitude, especially since he seemed so satished with 
Louisiana. His arrival, with two immigrant cars, instead of the usual 
one, had caused quite a sensation; he had come as a ‘guard’ in the 
first and Joshua in the second, The horses and cattle he brought 
with him had been of far higher quality than any so far introduced 
into the region; they were viewed with widespread admiration and 
cavy. His modern farm machinery, better suited to the Mid-west 
than the Deep South, caused less covetous feelings; and his easy 
geniality was disarming in a situation where an attitude of aloofness 
might well have made him enemies, Whereas Brent and Mary almost 
hever went into town, he managed to do so frequently, driving a 
horse which was even more dashing than Will Milton’s pair and 
which was hitched to a sulky as light and elegant as Dusan’s surrey 
was capacious and serviceable. He was soon a familiar figure at 
Frankel’s Store, at the Dusons’ Land Office, and at the bar of the 
Crowley House, and he quickly made friends in all three places. He 


did the necessary purchasing, swapped stories, and gleaned items of 
neighbourhood news. He wa 


when he came back, he drop 
errands were all done, or tha 


the household equipment, and drew up the chair whose original seat, 
now replaced, had been sacrificed for the first repairs on the pump. 

“Mary wants to help with the rice weeding,” Brent said suddenly. 
“Tve told her it isn’t to be thought of. I hope you'll tell her so, too.” 

“Well now,” Jim Garland said easily, glancing from his son-in- 
law to his daughter. Then he drew his pipe from his pocket, filled 
and lighted it, before he spoke again. “J wouldn’t have thought of 
it, I’ve got to admit that. I’m not surprised you didn’t, either, Brent. 
But you’ve probably noticed before this how many things a woman 
can think of that would never enter a man’s head.” 

“And much better if they didn’t enter a woman’s, either.” 

“Well now,” Jim Garland said again. “I wouldn’t go so far as 
to say that. When they get a feeling about something, I mean a strong 
feeling, once in a while there’s a reason for it, even if we menfolks 
are pretty slow to find out what it is. Mary’s got a strong feeling 
about that rice. You'll recall it was the very first thing she wanted 
me to see, Took me out there to look at it the day I got here, before 
I even had a chance to unpack my grips. Asked me if I didn’t think 
it was the prettiest thing I’d ever looked at.” 

“She’s welcome to look at it all she wants to.” 

“Yes, of course. But maybe she’s thinking it wouldn’t be so pretty 
to look at, come harvest time, if that red rice should get ahead of 
us, Maybe she’s thinking it wouldn’t be good for much, either, Then 
it wouldn’t pay for that new home you're hankering after.” 

“You’re not suggesting ——”’ 

“I’m not suggesting anything, Brent. You never asked me to and 
I know any man likes to make up his mind for himself. I’ve told 
Mary the same. But I suppose a woman likes to make up her mind 
for herself once in a while, too.” 

“Yes, she does, Father,” Mary said quickly. 

“Well, if you’ve made up your mind to hitch up your skirts and 
put on a pair of rubber boots and go out there in that muddy field, 
I don’t suppose Brent can stop you, even if he is your husband, or 
that I can, even if I am your father. Watch out for snakes, that’s all 
I can say. I wouldn’t have believed there were as many snakes in 
the whole U.S.A. as there are in that one rice patch.” 

That settles it, Brent said to himself triumphantly. Mary had a 
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deadly terror of snakes, which she had never been able to overcome, 
though she was not afraid of anything else in the world. When 
Lavinia had fearlessly killed one that had crawled out from under 
the new cistern and had showed it proudly to her mother, Mary had 
shuddered and screamed and run into the house, to shut off the 
sight. She had shuddered and shrunk away every time she had seen 
one anywhere else on the farm, alive or dead, and very often she had 
screamed, too. The old man had settled it, Brent repeated to himself; 
Mary had never been beyond the edges of the wet patch, she hadn’t 
thought about having to kill snakes, too, if she went out to kill red 
rice. 

Nothing more was said on the subject that night. But the next 
time Jim Garland came over from his house to find out what errands 
he could do in town, Mary asked if he would mind taking the buggy 
instead of the sulky, so she could go with him; there was some 
shopping she wanted to do herself. The shopping proved to consist 
of two pairs of rubber boots, one for herself and one for Lavinia. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


HEN the rice headed in September, it was as golden as 
it had once been green, waist high and of the same den- 


sity as wheat. The omni trceh 
damage by milk present rice birds had done some 


| hot, dry months which 

wet “pring had given the ground time to 

any low pockets of standing water to hinder harvest; 
rvesting and red 

= yield per acre, for Brent had dug his drainage Sine ae and 

cy were adequate. The excellence and abundance of the are 
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had succeeded the warm, 
solidify; there were hardly 


both unquestionable, When Mary gazed out over it now, at even- 
tide, it was not only beauty of which she was conscious. She was also 
conscious of its proud fecundity and of sorrow for those who had 
never intimately known seed-time and harvest. 

It had been decided, in family conclave and acting upon the advice 
of their more experienced neighbours, that, since the reaping would 
take at least three weeks, it must be started before all the rice was fully 
ripe; even so, some of it would be over-ripe before it was harvested. 
No effort was spared to prevent an unwelcome degree of maturity. 
The men breakfasted, hurriedly, in the darkness before dawn, in 
order to be out with their sickles by daybreak, and Mary and Lavinia 
carried mid-morning coffee and their dinner to the field. The Win- 
slows’ rice had ripened a little earlier than the Villacs’ and Primeaux’s 
and there was more of it. Ursin and Phares had no wet patch and, 
moreover, they had planted some cotton, so that Anne would have 
it for weaving, and enough sugar cane to provide for family con- 
sumption; Brent had attempted neither of these crops, which were 
not ready for harvesting at the same time as the rice. This meant 
that the friendly Cajuns were all able to help at the beginning and 
end of the reaping, and Anne sent over extra food by one of the girls. 
None of the reapers went hungry, but they often went thirsty. It 
was impossible to keep water cold enough to slake their thirst and 
next to impossible to keep enough stone jugs in circulation, though 
even the younger children willingly helped the elder ones in carry- 
ing these vessels back and forth. 

When the reaping was done, the rice was bundled, tied with hemp 
twine and shocked in the field, with twelve bundles to a shock. It 
rose in golden rectangles above the golden stubble, awaiting the time 
when it would be dry enough to be hauled away for threshing. Jean 
Castex had built a wooden platform, raised on four-foot stilts above 
the ground, and near the house for easier supervision. This was 
where the threshing was done. The bundles of rice were put on the 
platform to be beaten by paddle-shaped hand flails; and, as the grains 
were broken away from the straw, this was discarded by being 
thrown on the ground. When the separation seemed more or less 
complete, the remaining stalks were swept to the centre of the plat- 
form, and the straw, to which a few grains hung tenaciously, was 
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beaten again. This process was repeated over and over; and finally, 
the rice was put into buckets and held high in the air before the 
buckets were overturned, As the grains fell in a golden shower to 
the platform, the wind blew away the chaff and the few remaining 
pieces of straw. Then the rice was sacked and covered with canvas 
while awaiting sale. 

The wait was not a long one. News about the surprising excellence 
of Brent Winslow’s rice crop had been quickly spread by word of 
mouth. Jean Castex had spread it, not only in Mermentau where he 
lived, but in every place where his skill in carpentry called him. 
Villac and Primeaux had spread it among their Cajun kith and kin, 
who were scattered all the way from Breaux Bridge to Lake Charles. 
Anna Klutsch had spread it on her mail route, Dr. Mouton on his 
medical rounds, and Will Milton in the course of his tax collecting. 
The Dusons had spread it in Rayne and Opelousas and in the new 
settlements they were busily promoting. W. W. and Curley were 
urging Brent to add a timber-lot to his holdings; an unusually fine 
one was available at four dollars an acre — well, they could call it 
three. Now that the wet patch had turned out so well and Brent 
could depend on the money he earned from rice to pay for the new 
purchase, he shouldn’t let such an opportunity go by. But quite aside 
from this perennial sentiment on the part of the Dusons, they liked 


Brent well enough to be sincerely disinterested. Jim Garland was 


disinterested, too. But he saw nothing amiss in admitting, without 
much urging, th 


at his son-in-law had done a fine job for a man who 
had never attempted to raise rice before, and who had never ever seen 
it raised, until he had come to Louisiana, only a year and a half earlier, 
on his first tour of inspection. When Jim’s cronies at F rankel’s Store 
and the Crowley House spoke to him about the rumours that were 
rampant, he did not deny their accuracy or even make light of them 
He echoed and applauded them, ) 

Presently, purchasers began to appear, at first individually, then 
two or three at a time and, eventually, in larger groups. Sometimes 
they bought only a single sack of rice for seed; some of them, as 
a = ey a oe of them were comparative strangers to 

ary, who ha i 

eae e seis A so close to their land that they had 


im Garland was hail-fellow-well-met 
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with a surprising number of them, and when they left the Winslows 
with their bulging buggies or laden carts, it was with a feeling of 
goodwill all around. Lavinia had inherited much of her grand- 
father’s ease in making friends; she was not essentially shy, like 
Mary, or essentially reserved, like Brent; and though none of them 
was aware of it, she was a tremendous asset in overcoming the im- 
pression made by her parents’ diffidence. On pleasant days, the yard 
was full of youngsters tossing bean-bags to one another, playing hop- 
scotch, joining hands for London Bridge and ring-around-a-rosy. 
When Jim Garland bought a croquet set in Rayne and gave it to 
Lavinia for a birthday present, the Winslows’ grounds became an 
undisputed centre of attraction, 

Meanwhile, Mary had surmounted her feeling that everything 
must be ‘just right’ for company; she had learned to keep a coffee 
pot on the stove all the time. Moreover, though she still could not 
compete with Anne in flavouring her stews, these were adequate and 
abundant, and her bread and rolls surpassed any biscuit Anne could 
turn out, while her frosted cakes were a triumph. The men who came 
to buy rice and stayed to drink a cup of coffee or share a meal, began 
to bring their wives and children with them, and to suggest visits 
from the Winslows in return. Outstanding among these invitations 
was one to attend a boucherie at the Primeaux-Villac farm. 

Phares and Ursin already considered themselves, and were con- 
sidered by others, as co-owners of the property; it was therefore 
fitting, as prospective co-hosts, that they should deliver this invitation 
jointly and in person, as soon as they decided from past rains and 
other natural signs that there was a real chill on the way. However, 
it had not actually set in yet, and Fleex and Claude who, as usual, 
had accompanied their fathers, remained out on the porch with 
Lavinia while their elders went inside to drink coffee. 

“What is a boucherie?” Lavinia inquired with interest. 

“A hog killing,” Claude told her, astonished at her ignorance. 
“Don’t they have hog killings in Illinois?” 

“Of course they have to butcher a pig, every once in a while, for 
food. But they don’t make a party out of it. They feel sad about it — 
at least, most people I know do. It’s just one of those things that has 
to be done.” 
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“We don’t feel sad about it around here,” Fleex said, with one 
of his rare laughs. “We all pass a good time at a boucherie. Me, I’m 
glad there’s going to be a real big one at our farm this year. Now 
that Tante is here, everything will be fine.” 

“What will she do?” Lavinia asked. 

“She’ll have a big, big kettle of gumbo cooking on one of the 
fires outdoors, because the pots in the chimney-pieces will be full of 
rice to go in the gumbo and the stew, and the ovens will be full of 
biscuit,” Claude said proudly. It was not often he took over from 
his cousin, and Lavinia had been looking at Fleex when she asked 
her question; but after all, it was Claude’s mother they were dis- 
cussing, and he felt that this time it was his turn to speak. 

“One of the fires outdoors?” Lavinia echoed in astonishment. 
“How many are there going to be outdoors?” 

“Four. Besides the fire for the gumbo, there’ll be a couple to heat 
the water in the iron wash-pots that are used for the pig sticking, 
and one to give us the coals for the barbecue pit.” 

“What do you use the barbecue pit for?” 

“To roast a shoat that’s been killed two or three days before the 
boucherie, The barbecue’ll be good this time —a lot better than the 
one they had the day of the auction. I remember you didn’t like that 
much, but you'll like Maman’s. And there'll be lots of other 
things to eat besides. The women who’ve loaned us extra wash-pots 
will bring big cakes, too. I hope your mother’ll bring us a cake, 
Wee she’s got a wash-pot to spare or not. She makes wonderful 
caxe. ~ 

“Yes, she does,” said Lavinia with pride. “I know she’d be glad 


to bring a cake. Only she might not know she was expected to. Pll 
tell her, to make sure,” 


“Maybe she’d bring us two,’ 


“There? * Claude went on enthusiastically. 
eres no one can beat her at 


making cake. And I’ve heard ain’t 


y he was going to let Fleex do the pig sticking.” 


Polydore by mistake, will you, 
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Fleex?” Lavinia inquired, jokingly. “He looks so much like a pig, 
you could, you know.” 

“That’s right, I could,” Fleex answered abruptly. Then he added, 
with growing vehemence, “But if I did, it wouldn’t be my mistake. 
It would be on purpose,” 

He slid off the edge of the porch, where he had been sitting, 
dangling his legs, and, without another word, strode rapidly through 
the yard and out of it, slamming the gate of the picket fence after 
him. Lavinia turned to Claude in troubled surprise. 

“What’s the matter?” she asked. “I was just joking. Did I say 
something that hurt his feelings?” 

Claude looked down at his hands, obviously embarrassed. “No, I 
don’t think you hurt his feelings exactly,” he said hesitantly. “But 
Fleex hates Polydore Lasseigne.”’ 

“Well, that’s nothing to get mad about. None of us likes him.” 

“No, but the rest of us don’t hate him the way Fleex does — or for 
the same reason.” 

“What reason?” 

‘Well, like I said, Polydore is always hanging around the Blakes’ 
place,” Claude replied, with increasing confusion. He was embar- 
rassed not only by the turn the conversation had taken, but also by 
the reluctance of a male adolescent, just beginning to grope his way 
towards the harsh realities of sex, to attempt an explanation of these 
to a little girl who was still happily unaware of such urgencies. 
“Fleex would hang around there, too, if he had the chance,” Claude 
ended lamely. 

“Why?” 

“Because he likes Prudence Blake. And Prudence just laughs at 
him. She says he’s only a kid. Polydore’s fat, but he’s older. Pru- 
dence doesn’t seem to mind having him hang around.” 

“I think Polydore Lasseigne is disgusting,” Lavinia said decidedly. 
“And Marcelite says Prudence Blake is a sly, sneaky girl. Even 
Mezalee, who hardly ever calls anyone names, says she’s silly, I don’t 
see why Fleex should want to hang around her. Do you?” 

“No-o-o,” Claude answered. But he spoke with less finality than 
Lavinia expected and hoped for. However, before she could ask for 
further explanations, Phares and Ursin came out on the porch accom- 
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panied by her parents, and Claude rose with alacrity, as if he were 
not sorry to have the conversation come to an end. 


When the great day came, Jim Garland was on hand to help start 
the fires; he would not have missed it for anything, he said: the air 
was like wine, the stars were still piercing the dark heavens with 
their bright points, a late moon hung like a golden melon just above 
the horizon, and when the flames begar tc ieap and glow around 
the great iron kettles, the dun-coloured prairie took on a radiance 
which no man in his senses would want to miss. The three Winslows 
arrived somewhat later than most of the visitors. Brent had teased 
Mary a little, saying she was missing part of the boucherte on pur- 
pose ~she had always been squeamish about hog killing. She had 
tried to deny the charge, insisting that her tardiness was caused by 
the preparation of the gold and silver cake, on which she had lavished 
great care. But whatever her reason, it was nearly eight o’clock when 
she appeared with her husband and her daughter, carrying her cakes 
very carefully, and threaded her way through the yard which was 
already filled with people and with the ox-carts and buggies in 
which the majority of them had come. The guests were laughing 
and joking together in French, and crowding around a wooden 
bench on which Phares and Isidore were just laying a kicking, squeal- 
ing pig, one man grasping its hindlegs and the other its forelegs. 
Marcelite, holding a china wash-basin, and Fleex, holding a sharp, 
long-bladed knife, were standing beside the bench and, as the Wins- 
lows approached, Fleex cast a rapid glance in Lavinia’s direction. 

“You may hold the basin if you want to,” he said. “Marcelite 
doesn’t care one way or another and Mezalee would rather not. But 
be quick about it. We're all ready,” 

“If Lavinia doesn’t want to, either, Pd be glad to,” Prudence 


Blake called out boldly, wedgi « : 
; ; , ging her way forward. “She’s just a 
little girl, Fleex. She might dro the basi : 

older girls who holds thp» P ÙS basin. It’s always one of the 


I won't drop the basin,” Lavinia retorted, seizing it from Mar- 


zelite’s hands and glaring at Prud Hi ; 
enough to hold it, I ee aes ence. “If Fleex thinks I’m old 
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A cheer went up from some of the bystanders, a murmur of dis- 
sent from others. Lavinia had no idea what was going to happen 
next, though she was quite sure it would be something dreadfu:. 
But her successful defiance of Prudence gave her courage, and she 
stood as near to Fleex as she could, holding the china basin firmly 
and watching him closely. He flung himself on the hog and, un- 
concerned by its anguished squeal of almost human quality, plunged 
the blade of his sharp knife into the right side of his victim’s throat. 
He glanced rapidly in Lavinia’s direction and shot a question at her. 

“Are you ready?” 

“I guess so. What do I do?” 

“Come closer and hold the basin so it will catch the blood. I’m 
going to pull out the knife.” 

She nodded and squatted down beside the bench. A curving stream 
of crimson followed the withdrawn blade and splashed into the 
basin. Prudence, who had remained as near as possible to the scene 
of action, let out a shriek. 

“You're spilling it! The blood for the pudding will be wasted op 
the ground!” 

“T’m not spilling it!” 

It was true. Lavinia had continued to hold the basin steadily, she 
had not shut her eyes, she had not screamed, she had not been sick. 
Fleex looked down at her with one of his rare, flashing smiles, and 
she knew she had earned his approval. But he had no time to tell 
her so now. He laid the knife on the ground and helped Phares and 
Isidore life the dead hog and suspend it from the overhanging limb 
of a tree near one of the fires where a wash-pot was boiling. Lavinia 
still squatted on the ground beside the bench, steadily holding her 
brimming basin. 

“You done fine,” Anne said heartily, coming up beside her and 
taking the basin from her. “Fleex was right when he picked you to 
help. Marcelite, you carry this into the kitchen, so I can start the 
blood pudding.” 

Fleex had retrieved his knife and been swallowed up in the crowd. 
But Claude had come forward with a mop to swab the suspended 
hog under his father’s direction and afterwards to scrape the carcass 
with a hoe blade, until all the bristles were gone and the skin was 
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clean and pink. Until then, Lavinia had continued to stay near at 
hand, not wanting Claude to feel that she was interested in the pro- 
ceedings only as long as Fleex was connected with them; but when 
Isidore began to disembowel the hog, the sensation of sickness, 
which, so far, she had managed to keep under control, threatened 
to overcome her, and she asked Claude if he were needed there any 
longer. 

Not really,” he said. “I want to get the bladder for you, because 
you'll have fun with it, after it’s blown up and tied to the end of a 
cane pole. And I'll have to fight for it, because all the other boys 
will be trying to get it, too.” 

“What will I do with it after you’ve given it to me?” 

“Why . . . you'll chase the rest of the boys and girls and hit them 
with it if you catch them. Don’t you want to?” 

Lavinia did not want to, but again she tried to be fair; she had 
held the china basin at Fleex’s suggestion, so she must accept the 
blown-up bladder at Claude’s. But she was glad of the respite offered 
by a summons from the kitchen: her mother was going to help 
make the stew of fresh liver and rice, which, with the barbecue and 
gumbo and cakes, would make up the noon dinner; wouldn’t she 
like to help, too, so she could learr, how it was done? She would, 
indeed, and ran gratefully into the house. 

Lavinia was glad to be away from the proceedings — until she 
learned that, when the second hog was killed, Prudence Blake 
had held the china basin for the blood that was to go into the 
pudding. 

Prudence had sidled up to Fleex and whispered something to - 
him, Marcelite, coming in with a fresh supply for andouille, told 
Lavinia. He had stared at Prudence for a moment, and then he had 
grabbed her around the waist and whispered something in return 
and both had nodded and laughed. Marcelite thought they had struck 
some kind of a bargain — that Prudence had agreed to something 
Fleex wanted to do, if he would let her hold the basin, which was 
what she wanted to do. But of course Marcelite was just guess- 
ing... 

While Lavinia was tr 


: ying to figure out what the bargain could 
have been, feeling unac 


countably hurt, Ursin had sawed the empty 
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carcass of the first hog in half and cut the rib sections into chops, 
to be laid away in an earthenware crock with the newly tried out 
lard for confit; and while the second carcass was cooling off, a halt 
was called for dinner. Claude had been right; the barbecue this time 
was much better than it had been at the auction, for Anne’s sauce 
was superb; the gumbo, the stew, the biscuits and the cakes were 
all delicious, too. Coffee was passed again and a bottle of brandy, 
freely circulated among the men, also found its way into the hands 
of some boys, Polydore’s among them. 

In the pleasant pause following repletion, Isidore, who was as 
skilled in making andouilles as he was in butchering, had begun to 
stuff sausage casings with a mixture of meat and fat and garlic, using 
a long smooth stick and singing to himself as he did so. Presently 
the solo had become a chorus, with Fleex playing his violin and 
Drozemon Sonnier his accordion by way of accompaniment. Most 
of the songs were old favourites with which everyone had long been 
familiar: Mo’ L'aime Tot, Chere — Pauvre Petite Mam’ zelle Zizi — 
Poulette Blanche, But Jim Garland, who had drunk his full share 
of the brandy, caused quite a sensation by suddenly rising and burst- 
ing out in a ballad, new to everyone except his family, about some 
strange mythical character of the North called Paul Bunyan, and 
insisting that everyone must join in the refrain. Brent and Mary 
and Lavinia knew the song, too, and soon all the others were imitat- 
ing the words, even if they could not pronounce them exactly and 
had no idea what they meant. Fleex and Drozemon quickly caught 
on to the air and played with even greater spirit than before, weav- 
ing their way in and out of the crowd as they did so, sometimes 
advancing and retreating together and sometimes separately; then 
they took turns, one playing while the other danced to Le Pommier 
Doux and Fl:-Fla-Flou, Everyone danced, from the oldest crones to 
the youngest toddlers; the weariness of the morning’s hard work, 
the lassitude that had followed the feast, were alike engulfed in 
gaiety. And then, so suddenly that no one knew how it had hap- 
pened, Fleex and Polydore were fighting and Prudence, who, just 
the minute before, had been dancing with Fleex, was standing beside 
them screaming that Fleex was going to slit Polydore’s throat, just 
as he had slit the shoat’s. .. . 
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It was only a moment before the scream had become a general 
outcry, only a moment more before the two furious boys, still 
struggling and panting and swearing, had been pulled apart by the 
strong men who instantly set upon them. But those moments had 
sufficed to show that Fleex had, indeed, held a knife in his hand, 
the same knife he had used twice already that day. It fell clattering 
to the ground as it was wrenched from him, and his father and his 
uncle hustled him off into the house, belabouring him, not only with 
blows, but with loud reproaches for the horrible disgrace he had 
brought upon them by quarrelling with an invited guest, thus un- 
forgivably breaking the laws of hospitality. Jim Garland did his best 
to smooth over the awkwardness of the pause that followed by start- 
ing another ballad, and Drozemon again picked up the air and 
played his accordion with all his might and main. But the spell of 
carefree lightheartedness was broken. Husbands and wives began to 
tell each other it was time they were getting home, Presently Phares 
and Ursin came out of the house with Fleex between them, and 
walked over to the place where Isidore and Polydore were still stand- 
ing apart, and apologies were offered and accepted — sullenly between 
the boys, good naturedly among the men. Hand-shaking followed, 
also with some differences in manner ; and by now it was evident that 
the party was breaking up all around. 

Lavinia had long since ceased to chase her playmates with her 
home-made balloon when her mother called to her that they were 
starting home. But she came forward slowly, tapping the ground 
with it, obviously still unwilling to depart. 

“I can’t find Fleex to say good night to him,” she objected, “and 
I haven’t thanked him yet for letting me hold the basin.” 


“He’s gone off,” Claude volunteered, “I don’t expect he’ll be back 
again tonight.” 
“Gone off! Where?” 


“I don’t know. He does that lots of times, "specially when he’s mad 


about something. He was plenty mad tonight — mad enough to fight 
Polydore and then a lot madder because Pere and N’one made him 
say he was sorry when he wasn’t.” 


“What do you suppose made him mad at Polydore?” 
“How do I know?” 
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“Do you think it had anything to do with what Fleex and Pru- 
dence whispered about?” 

“T said, how do I know?” 

“Lavinia, were waiting for you!” It was Brent who called this 
time from the further side of the yard. 

“He did try to stick a knife into Polydore, and it wasn’t by mis- 
take, either, like I said when I was joking,” Lavinia remarked to 
Claude, still lingering. 

“No, it wasn’t. . . . Lavinia, you know I don’t want you to go, 
but it sounds to me like your folks think you ought to.” 

“All right then, if you’re tired answering questions. . . . 

He had told the truth when he said he hated to see her go, and 
he was not tired answering questions, on general principles, but as a 
matter of fact, he was glad of an excuse not to do so this time. For 
he had reason to be very sure that when Prudence had whispered to 
Fleex, she had told him he could hang around that night, instead of 
Polydore, if he would let her hold the blood basin, and that the fight 
had been provoked because, somehow, Polydore had found this out. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


| | IHE stack of dingy green-backs which represented the profits of 


Brent’s excellent rice crop, and which he was carefully salting 
away, continued to grow. He and Mary counted it together, 
over and over again; and one day, in mid-December, he hitched up 
the Cajun ponies and drove off, without telling anyone where he 
was going or why. Lavinia, who loved to go driving, caught sight of 
him too late and ran back into the house, bitter disappointment cloud- 
ing her normally cheerful little face. 
“He might have waited for me,” she said stormily, “it was mean 
of him to go off like that.” 
“You mustn’t call your father mean, Lavinia,” Mary said quickly, 
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She was a little hurt herself, and because this was so, she tried all 
the harder to defend Brent to their daughter. “Perhaps he’s planning 
a surprise for us,” she added, still speaking hastily, but more sooth- 
ingly. 

“What sort of a surprise?” 

“Why, I don’t know, But remember it’s getting close to Christ- 
mas.” 

“It doesn’t seem like Christmas,” Lavinia said stubbornly. ““There’s 
no snow and no sleigh bells or anything like that.” 

“We didn’t have holly or mistletoe in Illinois —only pictures of 
them. We couldn’t afford to buy the real thing because, coming from 
such a distance, it was too expensive, and it was very scarce anyway. 
Here we can have all we want by just going out and gathering it.” 

“Well, holly and mistletoe don’t make up for snow and sleigh 
bells,” Lavinia persisted. “There won’t be any Christmas parties, 
either, at school or at church —at least, only boys will go to Miss 
Millie’s party at the school-house on the ‘island,’ if she has one, and 
there isn’t any church—our kind, The Primeaux and the Villacs 
are going all the way to Rayne; that’ll take up so much time, they 
can’t come to our house or ask us to theirs. Claude says Miss Millie 
makes them go. She wakes up her own family at two o’clock and 
starts out with a lead wagon. All her pupils’ families follow in their 
wagons — old people and children and everybody. Even the Bazinets, 
who live at the Indian trading post, are going.” 

“Now, Lavinia, you know you wouldn’t like to get up at two 


Aces in the morning and go jolting all the way to Rayne in the 
ark.” 


“I wouldn’t mind if that would get me to Reveillon.” 

“Reveillon?” 

“Yes. They have a big feed they call Reveillon in Rayne after 
church, before they start home again, and all their relations come to 
it from everywhere. Claude says they have lots of fun, almost as 
much as when they go to First Communion in May, and then eat 
pate brisée made with dewberries for breakfast. I don’t suppose we'll 
have any fun. There’s no place for us to go and we haven’t any 
relations here except Grandpa. I don’t suppose we'll even have a tree 
or presents or hang up our stockings or anything.” 
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“Of course we will. Your grandfather was talking to me about all 
that just yesterday.” 

“He was?” Lavinia inquired, brightening. 

“Yes. But you mustn’t ask questions about it. It’s very bad 
manners to ask too many questions around Christmas time. Remem- 
ber that when your father gets home.” 

It was so late when Brent returned that Lavinia was fast asleep 
and Mary, though she had tried hard to keep awake, had gone to 
bed and was very drowsy herself. She had learned not to worry when 
her father was out late at night, because this was such a frequent 
occurrence that it had ceased to seem a matter of concern; and some- 
how, she had not worried about Brent, either, this time, though it 
was seldom he left the farm for long and had never done so before 
without some explanation. However, she probably would have for- 
gotten all her good advice to Lavinia if she had not been so drowsy; 
and it was just as well that she was, for Brent had no intention of 
telling her that he had gone to Mermentau to see Jean Castex and 
ask him what it would cost to build a house—a real house, not a 
cypress slab cabin. 

“How big a house you want?” Castex had asked cautiously. 

“Four rooms downstairs and three upstairs. And a kitchen in an 
ell.” 

“Three upstairs?” 

“Yes, We didn’t have any upstairs rooms in our house at Monroe, 
like most of our neighbours—just an attic that had never been 
finished off. I know my wife’s always wanted a house with up- 
stairs bedrooms.” 

“It makes plenty more steps.” 

“Well, that’s what she wants. And a front hall.” 

“You mean what they call a salle around here? Short for salle à 
manger? A big square room?” 

“No, I mean a narrow corridor that you enter from the front door, 
instead of going straight into a bedroom or a salle — that way, any- 
one coming to your house is right in your face before you have a 
chance to stop him, if you’d rather. A hall like the kind I’m talking 
about gives a lot more privacy.” 

“We have that kind in Paris, too,” Castex admitted. “But nobody 
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builds houses with corridors in them, out on the prairie, not that Pve 
ever seen.” 

“Well, I’m telling you that’s what my wife wants. So that’s what I 
want, too, And I want to figure on having a pump in the kitchen. 
That'll save her a lot of steps.” 

“I must tell you, me, the Abbott brothers got a new idea for a 
pump, They think, them——” 

“Td like to hear about that some other time. Right now, I want 
you to give me a price on that house, with the same kind of pump 
we've got already, only inside. I want good-sized rooms, plenty of 
cupboard space, too, And the best building materials you can get. I 
want this house to last.” 

Castex took a stubby pencil from his pocket, reached for a copy of 
the Signal that was lying on a nearby table, and began to do sums 
on the margin of the front page, “I reckon it would cost around a 
thousand,” he said at length. “But you must remember, yes, that’s no 
final estimate. It’s just rough.” 

“All right. Pll accept your rough reckoning. How soon can you 
build it for me?” 

“I don’t know for sure. Some time soon. Why you snow-diggers 
always have to be in such a damn hurry?” 

“I notice you Cajuns don’t object because we hurry about paying 
our bills.” 

Ordinarily, such an exchange of epithets would not have been con- 
sidered complimentary. But Castex and Brent were such good friends 
by now that they could call each other anything they pleased. Castex 
grinned. 

“You right, we don’t. TI build you a house as soon as I finish my 
work by the boarding house in Pointe-aux-Loups Springs. Maybe 
February, maybe March.” 

“You can’t make it any sooner than that?” 

“I tell you frankly, me, no, I can’t,” 

“All right. Then will you build me a model of it?” 

“What you mean, model?” 

“I mean a little house, no bi 
think of it, that would make afi 
But build it to scale. Along th 


gger than a doll’s house — come to 
ne present for Lavinia, a doll’s house. 
e same lines as the real house you're 
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going to build when you get through at Pointe-aux-Loups. And give 
me your word you'll have that model finished before Christmas. I 
want to put jt under our tree.” 


Probably Brent would not have succeeded in keeping his secret if 
he had not taken the wise precaution of sharing it with his father-in- 
law. Jim Garland, as usual, showed himself resourceful and enthusi- 
astic. They must have the tree at his house, not theirs, he told Brent; 
he had wanted it that way all along, but, on the other hand, he had 
not wanted to horn in on their plans. His cabin had been built with 
two rooms, instead of one, besides the kitchen, partly to provide 
storage space for the extra furniture he had brought with him, and 
partly because he had forestalled them in saying he wanted to live 
independently. When he had written about joining forces with them, 
it had not, for a moment, been his idea that they should be cooped up 
together all the time. He kept his cypress slab cabin as neat as a pin, 
cooked most of his own meals, and pressed Joshua the stable-boy 
into service for washing-up afterwards. When Brent consulted his 
father-in-law, Garland immediately suggested that since Lavinia 
never went into the room that was still used for storage, the tree 
could be set up and trimmed there and moved later. 

Between them, the two men saw to almost everything. They went, 
turn and turn about, and as unobtrusively as possible, to see how 
Castex was progressing with his model, to suggest a change here, an 
improvement there; and finally, they went together, in the farm 
wagon, and brought it back from Mermentau with them, smuggling 
it, after dark, into the padlocked room. They had convinced Mary 
that she would have enough to do cooking the dinner, without 
bothering about anything else — well, of course if she wanted to make 
some wreaths, and pop and string some corn to go on the tree, that 
would be all right. Yes, she could make a silver star out of tinfoil, 
and some tinsel balls, if she wanted to; and if she needed to get into 
Crowley to do some private shopping, they would sce that she got 
there and they would put the presents she bought or made under the 
tree or into the stockings. But aside from that, they were taking over. 
There was to be no arguing... . 
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She fell in, readily enough, with their plans, touched that they were 
intent both on saving her work and giving her pleasure. Fleex had 
brought her a wild turkey he had shot, and much of the day before 
Christmas went into the careful preparation for stuffing and roasting 
this fine bird and cooking its accompanying fixings. When evening 
came, Mary was glad that they were to go to her father’s for supper, 
that she did not have to prepare that, too. As they walked across the 
yard, they could see tallow candles, encircled by home-made wreaths, 
tied with ribbons, shining in all the windows of his cabin, and there 
was a bigger wreath and a bigger ribbon on the door. Then, as Jim 
Garland flung this open, there stood the Christmas tree in all its 
glittering glory and, below it, with wrapped packages on cither side, 
a little wooden house: a house that stood two stories high, a house 
with a front hall and a porch and an ell, in short, the house, in 
miniature, that Mary had dreamed about and talked about for 
years. . . 

Lavinia rushed towards it with a shout of joy. She had seen pictures 
of doll houses in catalogues, and two or three of her schoolmates in 
Monroe had been the proud possessors of something that dimly re- 
sembled the gaudy illustrations and glowing descriptions in these 
boastful brochures. But none of these approached this paragon that 
she saw before her. She knelt down in front of it, her jubilant cries 
trailing off into a murmur of almost inexpressible delight. At last, 
she turned and looked, with shining eyes, at the three who stood 
behind her, 


“Ts this really and truly my d - A 
Pacers a : Fel y doll house — my very own?” she asked 

Her father stepped forward, one arm linked in his father’s-in-law 
and the other around his wife’s waist, Somehow, his daughter was 
swept into this wholesale embrace. “Yes,” he said, and his voice did 
not sound quite natural, either, “That’s your house, honey. But tell 
your mother to take a good look at it, too. Because hers is going to be 
exactly like that, only bigger. Not just big enough for dolls. Big 


h ; 
ae o people. For us. Comes summer, we'll all be living in 
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PART FOUR 








Po STeSS 
February, 1889 — Harvest Time, 1889 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


ARY had not minded the hard work; she had never minded 

that anyway, the worst of the drudgery was behind them 

now. A coloured couple, Vicey and Dulsa, were living in a 
shack which Castex had run up from odds and ends of lumber left 
over after he had finished the new house; Vicey did most of the wash- 
ing and ironing, and revealed a natural aptitude for cooking, though 
she either could not or would not learn to clean, in accordance with 
Mary’s standards. Brent had better machinery now, and a good buggy 
of his own, and Dulsa was as useful to him as Vicey was to Mary. 
To be sure, the herd had doubled in size, but much of it was young 
stock, which required little care. Brent was not worrying about 
money any more, either, for he had doubled the income from his rice, 
too. The lightening of his load, both physical and mental, represented 
a corresponding lightening of Mary’s, as far as he was concerned. 
But she was increasingly troubled about Lavinia. 

Lavinia was shooting up fast, and she was slimmer than when they 
had come to Louisiana; but it was a well-rounded slenderness that 
bespoke normal development, just as Mary’s had been at the same 
age. She had kept the bright colouring of her babyhood and her thick, 
fair hair was long enough for her to sit on. There was nv curl in it, 
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but it was wonderfully soft to the touch, and it had the sweet scent of 
youth and cleanliness, Lavinia had learned quickly how to do things 
about the house; she could already churn fairly well, she could 
make good biscuits and cookies and she could prepare the vege- 
tables that she picked from the garden. Moreover, even Anne Villac 
admitted she could cook rice as if she had been born on the prairie. 
But none of these housewifely talents interfered with her outdoor 
pursuits. She was on and off a horse at all hours of the day and 
was both a fearless and a graceful rider; she could give as good as she 
got in the rough and tumble games she played with the Villacs and 
her other boon companions; and she could derive enjoyment out of 
all their sports, whether she lost or won. But she had made no pro- 
gress at all with book learning, though she could figure quickly 
enough in her head. Although Mary had saved enough money to buy 
a piano, Lavinia evinced no interest in it whatsoever, and soon be- 
trayed the fact that she had forgotten almost everything Jonathan 
Fant had taught her about music. 

“Brent, I’ve got to talk to you about Lavinia,” she told her husband 
one afternoon when they were alone. 

“Why, what’s the matter?” he asked in genuine amazement. “I 
thought she was as fit as a fiddle.” 

“She is, physically, But she’s growing up completely ignorant.” 


“Oh, I wouldn’t say that! She had some schooling before we left 
Illinois and——” 


“How much?” 

“Well, not much, but it must have laid the foundations for her to 
go on by herself. And she goes to Sunday school.” 

“How often?” 

Brent preferred not to make a direct answer to that question. After 
the Winslows’ first Christmas in Louisiana, Mary had insisted that 
her family must make an attempt to attend services in West Crowley, 
where they were held, intermittently, in a one-room schoolhouse. 
Now a building committee had been formed, land for a church 
donated by W. W. Duson and operations begun. Brent had promised 
that, when there was a ‘real church’, he would try to get Mary and 
Lavinia there more often; but Sunday was supposed to be a day of 
rest, as Jim Garland reminded his daughter, and if anyone deserved 
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this, Brent did. It was not a restful experience to make an early start, 
in order to get Lavinia to Sunday school, and then to reach home 
late, partly because they themselves had had rough going into Crow- 
ley and back, and partly because the ‘Reverend’ had had the same 
difficulty getting there from Rayne. 

But Brent’s conscience troubled him about this, though Jim Gar- 
land’s did not. Brent’s parents were far more strait-laced than Mary’s; 
he should have been the one, he told himself, reproachfully, to main- 
tain habits of churchgoing. He told himself this now. But, after 
muttering something unintelligible, all he said aloud was, “Well, 
she reads, doesn’t she?” 

“Very little. We haven’t many books, you know. Besides, she’s 
outdoors nearly all the time.” 

Mary glanced up at the shelf which had been built to companion 
the one for the clock and the old pewter tea set. Mary’s well-worn 
Bible stood on this second shelf, flanked by Brent’s, which was much 
larger, but which bore fewer signs of usage, though it was important 
to him and, indeed, to all of them, as it contained a careful record 
of all births, deaths, marriages and baptisms which had taken place 
in the family for several generations, Lavinia’s Bible came next: a 
much smaller one—a present from Grandmother Winslow, for 
whom the child had been named. 

Besides the Bibles, there was an unwieldy one-volume collection of 
Shakespeare’s plays, also in very small print; a two-volume collection 
of Longfellow’s Poetical Works, which Mary was ashamed to have 
found more readable; half a dozen very battered novels, memoirs and 
juveniles, 

Brent’s gaze followed his wife’s in the direction of this somewhat 
dreary supply. “We've as many as most people around here, if not 
more,” he said. “This isn’t a region of readers — it’s a region of doers. 
Anyway, you can buy more books, can’t you? We’re not all that hard 
up. And it’s good for Lavinia to be outdoors. She’s the picture of 
health. And she’s pretty, too. She doesn’t seem to be headed for any 
awkward age. It wouldn’t surprise me if she were quite pretty by 
the time she’s eighteen.” 

“And then someone will fall in love with her and she’ll get married 
while she’s still ignorant and remain ignorant all her life.” 


139 


“Good Lord, you are borrowing trouble! Can’t you take time your- 
self to teach her what you want her to learn now that you've got 
Vicey to help you?” 

“I could take the time all right —I would take it, no matter what 
else I left undone, but I don’t know enough to teach her what I want 
her to learn — French, for instance.” 

“Why, I hear her chattering away with our Cajun friends; I 
thought she’d picked up a lot of French from them — they talk it 
half the time. Fleex most of the time.” 

“She has—that kind. But that’s not real French — it’s not even 
good French. I want her to learn to speak it the way educated people 
do, in France and — well — everywhere. Besides, it isn’t only a ques- 
tion of books. She’s hardly touched the new piano and, when she 
does, she stumbles through the simplest pieces, and jumps up and 
runs off the minute she can find an excuse for making an escape. She 
played very well — once — it’s a great disappointment to me that she 
isn’t interested any more.” 

Now Brent drummed on the table with his fingers and looked out 
of the window. He did not want to seem impatient, but he was in- 
stalling some new pumps, modelled after those with which his neigh- 
bours, the Abbotts, had been the first to experiment, He had not been 

much interested when Castex had spoken to him about these crude 
contrivances, because his mind was on the house he wanted to build. 
However, since then he had recognized their enormous possibilities 
for developing irrigation, and he was now prepared to try out for 
himself the system of raising water to the prairie level by means of 
an endless log chain, to which buckets were attached at regular in- 
tervals. He had already secured an old three horse-power engine and 
was ready to gear it to an equally old threshing-machine cylinder 
around which the endless chain could run, His hired men were wait- 
ing for him and required his supervision. Besides, he privately felt 
Mary was exaggerating the importance of trivial accomplishments; 
he did not think it really mattered very much whether Lavinia 
learned to speak classical French and play the piano like a profes- 
sional. He was satisfied to see her so healthy and happy, so handy 
about the house and grounds, and so easy with horses. 

“Just what do you want me to do about it, Mary?” he asked 
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eventually. “She couldn’t learn those things around here, even if she 
went to one of those shacks they call schoolhouses — you know as well 
as I do that only boys go to those, pretty rough customers, some of 
them, too. I suppose the girls do grow up ignorant; I remember 
getting that impression when we first came here, and you asked 
Primeaux about his daughters’ education. But I haven’t thought 
much about it since and they seem to get along all right.” 

“The girls whose parents can afford it are sent away to school.” 

“You want to send Lavinia away!” 

For the first time, he was roused. He forgot about the new pumps 
and the uninstructed field hands and looked across the table at his 
wife in consternation. 

“Yd miss her just as much as you would, Brent,” Mary said 
earnestly. “But I’m thinking of her good — not our pleasure.” 

“She'd be miserable, separated from us,” Brent said stubbornly. 

“I don’t believe so. I think she’d be very happy after she got over 
her first homesickness. And she could see us quite often, I wasn’t 
thinking of sending her far, Brent.” 

“Perhaps you'll be good enough to tell me where you had planned 
to send her.” 

It was seldom that Brent spoke sarcastically. Mary winced a little, 
but she continued in her usual calm way. 

“I hadn’t planned anything, Brent, without consulting you. But 
the place I thought of was Grand Coteau. That’s where Miss Millie 
went. The Sacred Heart Nuns run a very famous school there.” 

“You'd send her to a Catholic school!” 

“Lots of Protestant girls go there, too, Brent,” Mary answered, 
curbing her impulse to say that, though Lavinia was, of course, 
theoretically a Protestant, nothing much was being done to assure 
her adherence to that faith. “There isn’t any proselyting — I’ve been 
assured of that,” Mary went on. “And those nuns are wonderful 
women — resourceful and courageous. They kept their school going, 
somehow, right through the war. The Order of the Sacred Heart 
regards teaching as part of its vocation.” 

“I don’t know what you mean when you talk about vocations and 
I don’t believe you do, either.” 

Again Mary smiled faintly and, this time, she suppressed a slight 
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sigh. “Let’s talk about that some other time, Brent, shall we? All } 
want you to do now is this: I want you to say you'll keep an eye on 
Lavinia for a day or two while I go over to Grand Coteau to see the 
principal —that isn’t what she’s called, but you know the person 
I mean. Vicey isn’t capable of controlling the child; Lavinia runs 
pretty wild sometimes, when she’s out with that Villac tribe. But if 
you’d look after her, I could take the trip and find out whether I 
thought it was really a good place to send a little girl and how much 
it would cost and all that. It wouldn’t do any harm, would it, just to 
find out?” 

“No,” Brent muttered reluctantly. “It wouldn’t do any harm — just 
to find out. But you can’t make me believe those Catholic teachers 
would take Protestant girls for nothing, or next to nothing — not now 
anyhow, And remember, if you do go for a day or two — by the way, 
just what do you mean by that?” 

“Tve made inquiries,” Mary answered readily. “I can leave Crow- 
ley at 8.10 a.m. and get to Lafayette at 8.54. I have to change there, 
but I have only a half-hour’s wait before I can start for Sunset. Then 
that takes only half an hour on the morning train. Connections and 
service coming back aren’t quite so good. I can leave Sunset at 
9.22 p.m. and get to Lafayette at 10.35. Then I have to wait until 
12.53 a.m. for the train to Crowley and it doesn’t get in until 1.38.” 

“A nice time of night for you to be traipsing around all alone! And 
a nice time for your father or me to come in from the farm to meet 
you!” 

“That’s why I spoke of a day or two, Brent,” Mary said patiently. 
“I can spend the night at Grand Coteau — the letter I’ve had said I’d 
be welcome to—and leave Sunset at about 8.30 the next morning. 
I'd have to stay in Lafayette all day, but I’d enjoy that. You know 
Ive never been there, and I’ve heard it’s a very pleasant town, with 
lots of good shops and pretty houses. I could have lunch and look 
around, Then I could take a train out of there, getting me to Crowley 
at 6.30 in the evening. That wouldn’t be hard time for 
me. Or Father could do it.” 

“Oh, Tl do it,” Brent said grudgingly. “But, as I started to say 
when you rattled off your train schedule which, apparently, you’ve 
studied pretty thoroughly, remember, if you do go for a day or two, 
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you to meet 


that doesn’t mean I’m willing you should tell the principal, or what- 
ever she’s called, that everything’s decided, that we'll send Lavinia 
there a week from the next Monday.” 

“No, Brent, I won't tell her that,” Mary said. And once again the 
little smile played around her lips. But, this time, no sigh came with it. 


The trip to Grand Coteau proved to be quite a formidable journey. 
Mary got up even earlier than usual for the drive into Crowley, and 
neither Brent nor Lavinia, who both went with her, was in a par- 
ticularly amiable mood. Lavinia had somehow caught the dreadful 
words ‘boarding school’ and had shied away from them like a 
frightened filly. Brent was still antagonistic to the whole idea, and 
Mary was acutely conscious of the disfavour with which he viewed 
her venture and of his sympathy with Lavinia. She would never have 
expected to be pleased at the prospect of a separation from her hus- 
band and daughter; but she was glad when the train’s raucous whistle 
announced its approach to the depot, and she kissed them both good- 
bye with unexpressed relief. 

Having taken no train trip since she went to Rayne and Opelousas 
for shopping, shortly after the excursion which had brought them all 
to Louisiana, she looked out of the window with eager interest, once 
she was settled in the car. There was no crowding this time, so she 
had a whole wide seat to herself; and there were no unwelcome dis- 
tractions to interfere with her absorbed observation of the countryside 
and the towns through which they were passing. There was a great 
deal of land under cultivation now, and Rayne, which had the ad- 
vantage of a head start over Crowley, could boast of more stores and 
larger houses, several churches and a lumber yard. The progress and 
prosperity of the entire region was unmistakable. 

When Mary got out of the car at Lafayette she found the platform 
of the depot crowded. Apparently, a good many people had gathered 
merely to watch the train come in, while a number of other persons, 
both white and coloured, seemed to have more or less settled down on 
the platform to spend the day; games of cards and of craps were both 
in progress, and the interested players went on and on with their 
gambling, looking up only to cast withering glances at anyone who 
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jostled against them, or to crack a joke with some passing crony 
whom they were glad to see. Because of the half-hour wait before 
the train from Sunset came in, Mary had to take her choice between 
sitting in the stuffy waiting room, where there was nothing to see, or 
standing on the platform and watching the games, and the people — 
both passengers and onlookers — who came and went. She found the 
platform much the more intriguing and it did not seem long to her 
before the train that went down the branch line came in. She boarded 
her car with even more interest than she had felt in making the trip 
to Lafayette; for this part of the countryside was even more un- 
familiar to her. 

When the local finally stopped at Sunset, a courteous, neatly 
dressed Negro came up to Mary almost instantly and asked if she 
were not Mrs. Winslow; the Mother Superior at Grand Coteau had 
sent instructions that she was to be met. He had the carriage waiting. 

Mary enjoyed the carriage ride even more than she had the train 
ride. The countryside was not as flat here as it was around Crowley, 
and she remembered now that someone had told her coteau was a 
French word meaning hill. Most of the houses they passed were of 
moderate size, but they were set in the midst of small groves and 
gardens and they were not without charm and distinction of archi- 
tecture. The coloured driver pointed with pride to the buildings of 
St. Charles College as they passed by it, and told her how many boys 
the Jesuits had at this school of theirs; however, Mary listened with 
more politeness than attention to these details, 

“You ain’t got you no son, ma’am?” the driver inquired, sensing 
the reason that the statistics he was reciting made so slight an im- 
pression. 

“No, just a daughter — an only daughter.” 

“Well, you sure is goin’ to be proud when you sends her to Grand 
Coteau,” the driver told her. “You watch, careful now, thataway. 
You's gwine to see the allée directly and the garden soon, soon after- 
wards. The lady nuns done they plantin’ handsome. They pines is 
mighty high already, and they’s got they flower beds laid out shaped 
like hearts and stars.” 

The words ‘thataway’ had been accompanied by a gesture towards 
the left with a whip, and presently the driver slowed down his not 
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unwilling horse to a walk and pointed a second time. Then, as they 
came abreast of the pines, he reined in completely, thus affording 
Mary a leisurely and unobstructed view of a nobly proportioned 
avenue, with a porticoed chapel at its further end. The branches o' 
the pines swayed gently in the breeze; and the white facade of thc 
chapel beyond seemed all the more glistening in contrast to the mist: 
green of these waving boughs, which bore a deceptive resemblance to 
those of moss-hung oaks. Mary gazed ahead of her in silent fascina- 
tion; then, tardily realizing that the carriage had ceased to move, 
asked a quick question. 

“Do I get out here and walk up the allée?” 

“No, ma'am. I'se just givin’ you a chance to see it good. You gets 
out on de yonder side of de garden, You gwine see that next.” 

He clucked to his horse and they resumed their leisurely progress. 
When he reined in again, Mary could not suppress a little cry of 
joyous admiration, Above and beyond an immense garden, a long 
white building with pillared galleries extended in gracious amplitude. 
Little as she knew about architecture, the beauty of its chaste and 
classical design was not lost on her; but it was the loveliness of the 
garden which really held her spellbound. Symmetrically spaced 
among the ornate flower-beds and gleaming statues rose camellia 
plants which far surpassed in luxuriance any that she had seen before. 
Many of them were as tall as trees, and so laden with blossoms that 
their glossy green leaves formed only a background for these; yet 
countless blooms must already have fallen, for the ground beneath 
was covered with a carpet of pink petals. A statue of the Sacred 
Heart, which stood in the centre of the garden, had been banked 
with flowers and, at the rear, two nuns were busily gathering more. 

“Ah ’spects Reverend Mother gwine give you a cuttin’, iffen you 
asks her,” volunteered the driver, “This time of year, it’s so many 
camellias they be comin’ right out of everyone’s ears.” 

“I wouldn't dare to ask,” Mary said, finding her voice. 

“Ain't never no harm askin’,” the driver observed. “Us asks for 
lots of things, and ain’t often Reverend Mother says no. . . . Well, 
you'll be wantin’ I should go on again, I reckon?” 

Of course, she knew she should go on; after all, she had come to 
inquire about schooling for Lavinia, not to sit, dazed and idle, star- 
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ing at a garden. But she was suddenly loath to go any further, to 
come back to realities, to face hard facts, after an experience that had 
taken her into realms of rapture. Her reluctance deepened into awe 
as she sat in the bare little parlour where the Portress had taken her 
to await the arrival of the Mistress General. None of the garden’s 
glory had penetrated to this austere apartment. The shades of the un- 
draped windows were carefully drawn, so that the stiffness of the 
straight-back chairs and the bareness of the floor and centre table 
were unredeemed by sunshine; and the few old-fashioned pictures 
on the walls were depressing, rather than encouraging, in character. 
Mary, clenching and unclenching her hands, realized that they were 
growing colder and colder. 

As a matter of fact, her wait was actually a very short one. The 
parlour door, which the Portress had carefully closed behind her, 
reopened to admit a nun or distinguished presence whose quiet grace 
of manner almost immediately put Mary at her ease. She was the 
Mistress General, this nun explained, and she would be glad if Mrs. 
Winslow would tell her a little more than she had said in her letter 
about the child who might be coming to the Academy as a pupil. 
Rather falteringly at first, but with increasing confidence, Mary told 
her story: she thought that Lavinia, who would be twelve in the 
fall, had made a good start in school before they left Ilinois, but 
since the family had moved to Louisiana, there had been practically 
ho opportunity to make progress in book learning and this was very 
distressing to the little girl’s parents. They were not really rich 
enough to bear the expense of sending Lavinia to the Convent; but 
their two crops had brought them in better returns than they had 
expected and now they had every reason to believe that they would 
become increasingly prosperous. Therefore, since they felt it so im- 
portant to give their only child as many advantages as they could ... 

“I can see that you are very much in earnest about all this,” the 
Mistress General said kindly. She had asked very few questions, and 
even when she did ask one, she had been careful not to interrupt, but 
to wait until Mary paused of her own accord, “We are always glad 
to co-operate here with parents who have their children’s welfare so 
much at heart. I suggest that you and I now go together to see our 
Reverend Mother and that you tell her the same things you have told 
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me. Of course, I cannot speak for her, But I feel quite confident she 
will tell you that she will be pleased to receive your little daughter.” 


After Mary had been bidden Godspeed by the Superior, the Mis- 
tress General suggested Mrs. Winslow might like to go over the 
premises, to see the classrooms — which were, to be sure, very small 
and simple — the dormitory with its curtained alcoves, the chapel 
where nuns and pupils worshipped together, and the oratory which 
had formerly been the infirmary, where a young postulant by the 
name of Mary Wilson had been cured, when on the point of death, 
through the miraculous intervention of St. John Berchmans. Mary 
showed becoming reverence on being taken to the spot which was 
obviously hallowed to the Convent and listened with respect to the 
story the Mistress General told her about Mary Wilson’s mortal ill- 
ness and supernatural manner of recovery; but the atmosphere of the 
oratory was alien to her and the account of the miracle bewildering; 
it was her first experience with such manifestations of Catholicism. 
The Mistress General, far from resenting this attitude, viewed it with 
sympathetic understanding. It was not easy, she knew, for a young 
woman like her visitor, to whom she had taken an immediate liking, 
to grasp such mysteries quickly or easily, and it was better not to 
attempt any hastening of such a process. With still greater kindliness 
than before, she suggested that before Mrs. Winslow had her supper 
and retired for the night she might like to take a turn through the 
garden, in order to see it better than she had been able to do from the 
carriage. 

“Oh, may I? It would mean more to me than I can possibly tell 
you!” 

“Why, of course! ... You're fond of flowers?” the Mistress 
General asked, leading the way down the stairs and out to the 
garden through the gallery, 

“I think they mean more to me than anything — except people, of 
course. I try to be a good housekeeper and I hope I am -- anyway, my 
husband thinks so! But my garden’s always seemed more important 
to me than my kitchen. I had one in Illinois with the sort of flowers 
we grow there — just a few perennials, like roses and paconies, and 
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annuals, like sweet peas and nasturtiums, at first; then later a~a 
friend helped me to plant and grow more varieties and to arrange 
them all to better advantage.” Mary wondered why she should blush 
as she said this and, hoping to cover her confusion, she went on 
hurriedly, “Now my husband’s enclosed a small plot of land around 
our new house with a fence to keep the stock out —a pretty picket 
fence. And I’ve laid the plot out in little square beds and bordered 
them with violets and marguerites. I have three kinds of roses grow- 
ing fairly well in the beds already — Marechal Niel and Seven Sisters 
and Louis Philippe —and I’m starting to train some climbing roses, 
too ~ Dorothy Perkins — over a trellis, Besides, I have several varieties 
of camellias — just ordinary ones like Opelousas Pink and Wax Leaf- 
and I have bridal wreath bushes and crape myrtle and chinaberry 
trees. I spend a lot of time in my garden—more than I ought to 
probably —and it’s doing very well, considering. . . . But this 
garden!” 

The wonderment was in her face again, the dazzled joy. The Mis- 
tress General, pacing quietly along beside her, saw it and spoke with 
added gentleness, 

“We're very fond of flowers ourselves, here at Grand Coteau,” she 
said. “And very pleased when our visitors appreciate them. Now let 
me show you our oldest camellia tree. It has reached quite a size 
already, as you can see, and we're expecting it to survive to a ripe old 
age. Once in a while, we give our friends cuttings from it, Would 
you care to have one.” 

“Would I care?” Mary repeated, “Oh, Mother... |” 


She slept peacefully in the clean, bare little room assigned to her, 
awoke refreshed to the sound of singing and bells in the distance, 
and ate, with good appetite, the excellent breakfast served to her in 
another clean, bare little room, as her solitary supper had been the 
night before. She did not see the Mother Superior again, but the 
Mistress General placed the promised cutting in her eager hands and 
the Portress politely escorted her to the carriage which was already 
waiting to take her to the depot. During the trip between Sunset and 
Lafayette, she did sums on the back of the envelope containing the 
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letter which had informed her that her visit to the Academy would 
be welcome; and the time passed so quickly that she was surprised 
when the brakeman opened the door of the car and shouted “Lafay- 
ettel” She was still more astonished when the first person she saw, 
after alighting from the train, was Mr. Duson. 

“I got in from Crowley just four minutes ago myself,” he told her. 
“So I didn’t have to wait long for you.” 

“You waited on purpose to see me?” she inquired, with ever- 
increasing astonishment, 

“Yes. ...I heard you’d gone to Grand Coteau—word gets 
around fast in a place like Crowley, you know. And as I was coming 
to Lafayette today myself, I thought I’d see if I couldn’t be helpful 
to you in some way. I believe you’re not much acquainted here. 
Also, there’s a little matter of business I’d like to speak to you 
about.” 

“A matter of business?” Mary echoed incredulously. 

“Yes.” He had placed his hand under her elbow and was guiding 
her adroitly towards a waiting hack. “You remember those two lots 
your husband bought in your name, the day of the auction?” 

“Why yes!” Mary answered, still in growing bewilderment. 

“Paid seventy-five dollars for them, didn’t he?” 

“I believe so. Yes, Pm sure he did.” 

“Well, I’ve got a prospect that would like to buy them. He’s offer- 
ing two hundred dollars for them.” 

“Two hundred dollars!” 

“That’s what he’s offering. But he’s well fixed. I haven’t a doubt 
but what he’d go up to three —they’re in just the locality he wants. 
What do you say, Mrs. Winslow?” 

For a moment, Mary did not say anything. This was not only be- 
cause she was still too astonished to speak. It was also because she was 
thinking hard about those sums she had done on the train. She did 
not believe Brent would refuse to pay for Lavinia’s schooling. But if 
he did... 

“Td have to consult my husband, of course,” she said finally, with 
a weariness she was very far from feeling. 

“Of course, of course! But come to a quick decision between you, 
won’t you? Let me know tomorrow if you can. My prospect’s in a 
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hurry. I wouldn’t be surprised if you could push him up still another 
hundred, provided he could get title right away.” 


Brent was waiting for her at the depot in Crowley; he had missed 
her more than he would have believed possible. After a warm em- 
brace, which had in it no hint of self-consciousness because of its 
publicity, he suggested that they should have suppper at the Crowley 
House. He had gone in there to look around while he was waiting 
for the train and had been impressed by its great improvement; he 
had been promised they could have a table to themselves, and fried 
‘chicken with all the fixin’s. It would seem almost like a party, 
planned on purpose for them. 

As soon as they were seated at their table, she began her story. 

“The Mother Superior and the Mistress General were very kind- 
very understanding. They said they’d be glad to take Lavinia at the 
beginning of the next term — that’s early in March, about a month 
from now. The tuition is $150.00 a year —a full year. Of course, for 
just the last semester it would be only half that much. We can afford 
to spend $75.00 for tuition this spring, can’t we, Brent?” 

“I guess so, if we can scrimp on something else,” Brent said, 
reaching for a roll. 

Mary drew a deep breath. “I ought to tell you, Brent, that there 
are a few extras,” she confessed. “The cost of board and an alcove in 
the dormitory is included with the tuition. But there’s an entrance 
fee of $5.00, $2.00 for the use of the library, $30.00 for drawing 
lessons. Then there’s a separate bill for laundry. The Mistress General 
says there’s no set fee for that; some girls get by with as little as 
$12.50 a year. But music’s another extra — $80.00. That makes a 
minimum of $279.50 a year, the way I reckon it.” 

“Phew! That is a heap of money, just for a year’s schooling!” 

“I know. But, Brent, if you can’t spare that much——” 

“Well?” 

“I saw Mr. Duson in Lafayette this morning. He’d heard I'd be 
on the train from Sunset and he met it. He asked me if I’d sell —if 
we'd sell — those two lots you bought in my name. He has a prospect 
who wants to buy them in a hurry.” 
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“For how much?” Brent inquired, helping himself to more 
chicken. 

“The offer was for two hundred. But Mr. Duson says he thinks it 
would be increased to three if the prospect could take title immedi- 
ately. Perhaps more than that. Anyway, the sale would pay for 
Lavinia’s schooling all next year and, maybe by the year after 
that——” 

“Maybe by the year after that I’ll be getting still more for my rice. 
That’s what you started to say, isn’t it? But listen, honey: we don't 
sell land to Duson; we buy it from him. I’m aiming to put up a 
building I can rent out for offices on my business lot and if those lots 
of yours are worth three hundred or more now, two years after Crowe” 
ley was founded, they’ll be worth a lot better than that ten years from 
now. Maybe then we'll talk about getting rid of them. Maybe not. 
Maybe we'll want them for ourselves — or for Lavinia.” 

“But what about the school money?” 

“Don’t you worry. We'll scrape that together somehow. I know 
you want Lavinia to have a good education and I do, too. I know 
you think she’ll get it at Grand Coteau and, the more I think of it, 
the more I’m inclined to agree with you. Not that I care so much 
about that special emphasis on French and music.” 

Mary flushed. “How did you guess that I did?” 

“Guess! That’s what you’ve been worrying about all the time. 
That she wouldn’t go on from where she started with Jonathan Fant. 
Isn’t it, Mary?” 

“I— yes, I suppose it is,” she said. Then she began unwrapping 
the little package she had with her. “It’s the most beautiful place I 
ever saw, Brent,” she went on earnestly, if a little hastily. “The 
allée of pines—the long white colonnade—the camellias — why, I 
never imagined anything like them! They’re not bushes, they’re 
trees! And the flowers on them don’t fade in the ordinary way — 
they drop to the ground, still almost whole, in such quantities that 
they form a lovely carpet. I just stood and looked at them, for minutes 
and minutes. And what do you think? When the Mistress General 
saw how I felt about them, she gave me a cutting!” 

“Your blue camellia at last, Mary?” 

He leaned across the table and took her hand. His voice was still 
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teasing, as it had been all the time she was talking to him. But it was 
good-natured, too. Indeed, there was a warmth in it that had not 
been there lately, while he was working so hard and striving so 
doggedly for success. She returned the pressure of his handclasp, 
looking at him lovingly, and spoke lightly, too. 

“No,” she said, “it’s pink. I’m expecting you to give me the 
blue one.” 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


HE would have to wait a long time, he told her. He said it 

good naturedly, so that his response to her remark united the 

two in a shared jest and, from time to time, they referred to it 
again. But they were both so preoccupied with matters, far more 
pressing, throughout the spring, that neither thought about mythical 
things, like blue camellias, often, much less talked about them. 
Lavinia’s absence had not given her mother more leisure; it had only 
given her more time to devote to the better organization of her house 
and the development of her garden. 

Mary’s flower and vegetable gardens were both flourishing, and 
she was training a grapevine over the porch, partly to relieve its bare 
look, and partly with an eye to future green grape jelly. She was 
planning an orange grove, a water-melon patch and an orchard 
which would contain pears, figs and Japanese persimmons — Brent 
happened to have a special fondness for the latter. She was success- 
fully raising turkeys now, as well as chickens, and talking about a 


fishpond which they could stock with green trout. All the male 


Villacs and Primeaux were naturally good shots and brought home 
game from the time the 


y were old enough to handle guns. As they 
grew older, their skill increased, and that of F leex, in particular, was 


nothing short of phenomenal, Though he was as wild as ever, he 
had outgrown his early sullenness and was devoted to Mary; she 
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could count on him to supply her with more game than she could 
use. Besides, she was learning to lard the meat and pack it away 
in large crocks to preserve it. She profited by Anne Villac’s example 
and set a more and more bountiful table. 

Rapid as her progress had been, she was hard put to keep pace 
with Brent. He was no longer hesitant about building, and it was 
now understood that Jean Castex was to give all the time he could 
spare to the Winslow farm, with as many helpers as he could get. 
The carpentry on the cypress slab cabin for Jim Garland and the 
stable for his horses had quickly been followed by the erection of 
the seven-room house for Mary, Brent and Lavinia; then Castex had 
run up the shack for resident hired help. Tramps not infrequently 
came along and offered to work on the place, but almost without 
exception Brent refused their services. He had tried that experiment 
once, he said rather drily to Mary, and though it had come out all 
right, he would rather not risk it a second time. He did not pursue 
the subject or raise it again and Mary said almost nothing in reply; 
she still felt vaguely uncomfortable at any mention, however indirect, 
of Jonathan Fant. 

With the elimination of tramp labour, it was obvious that some 
other provision must be made for carrying on the work. Brent had 
planted his first crops with no other help than that given by the 
Villacs and Primeaux. But even then it had been a struggle. But 
now that Brent had far more than doubled his planted acreage, less 
makeshift measures were in order, even though the cradle had suc- 
ceeded the sickle for reaping, and threshing had been done with a 
one horse-tread power machine, instead of by hand flail, during 
harvesting, it would be necessary to supplement the neighbourly help 
by bringing in Negroes from town as seasonal workers. 

“You know I told you, when we first talked about having your 
father come here, that some day we might need to use our cabin for 
a bunkhouse,” Brent said to Mary. “As I understand it, the owner 
of a place like ours goes into town every Sunday afternoon and 
collects as many Negroes as he needs. They eat and sleep both, in 
the bunkhouse — they bring biscuit and syrup with them, which 
doesn’t cost much — about eighty cents a week. But they get good 
wages — as much as sixteen dollars.” 
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“Vou inedn apere = ee Ce a 

“Yes, that’s just what I mean and some additional food is s pP 
plied. A long table’s put in the middle of the bunkhouse and it’s 
carried out to them there by a coloured woman. Vicey can do pat 
all right, but I’m afraid you'll still have to do most of the cooking. 
| don’t mind. . . . But would you be happy to have our first 
home used that way, Brent?” 

“We've got a better one now — the one I promised you. The other 
ought to be used for something.” 

Mary realized that this was all too true. However, the idea of 
having her first prairie home used as a bunkhouse for Negro 
labourers was unwelcome to her. Her father solved this problem 
for ‘her, as he had so many others. 

“Why not turn my place into the bunkhouse and let me move into 
your first one? I’d enjoy being near you, and I imagine you’d enjoy 
having me, more than you would those workmen from Coontown. 
Don’t start arguing —I know you've got a lot of sentiment about 
that shack, whether Brent knows it or not. Matter of fact, he does 
know it, and he’s got some himself, only he won’t admit it. We 
better make the shift right away, before Lavinia gets home for her 
vacation. Pity everyone will be so busy, right then. I’d like to take 
the family over to those springs at Pointe-aux-Loups I hear so much 
talk about.” 

“If you really think ——” 

“Of course I really think. And we'll get to Pointe-aux-Loups some 
other time — though, as a matter of fact, I suppose the first trip I 
take ought to be back to Monroe. It’s two years now since I left 
there and Sally keeps reminding me of it every time she writes.” 

It was the first time he had spoken of a possible return to Illinois, 
and the suggestion came as something of a shock to Mary. She 
realized that letters were arriving more frequently now, but most 
of them were addressed to her father and she had never questioned 
him as to their contents, nor had he previously referred to them. She 
had no desire to reopen a closed chapter and she had gradually come 
to believe that he felt the same way. It was slightly disturbing to her 
to find that she was mistaken, and she was genuinely disappointed 
because it was so obviously impossible for her to go to the only 
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‘resort’ which the countryside afforded; but her disturbance was 
short-lived, for her father did not mention Monroe again and she 
tried to tell herself that, of course, they would get to Pointe-aux- 
Loups some other time. 

The rice was waist high again now, and more abundant than ever. 
The day was very warm and Mary, who was in the kitchen preparing 
dinner unassisted, as Vicey was preoccupied with the ironing, turned 
around in amazement when Brent burst in on her, half an hour 
earlier than usual, and with a precipitancy that was uncharacteristic. 

“Mary, I want you to come out to the field with me.” 

“What, now?” 

“Yes, right away.” 

“You mean you need help with the work?” 

“No, I want to show you something. I think I’ve made a dis- 
covery.” 

There was an urgency in his face as well as in his voice. Without 
questioning him further, Mary told Vicey to keep an eye on the pot 
roast, and went with him through the yard and the hayfield to the 
wet patch. 

He walked so rapidly that she had hard work keeping up with 
him, but he did not say anything more until they had neared the 
field. Then he took her hand and plunged off the levee into the 
burgeoning rice. He had only gone a few feet, however, when he 
stopped with the same suddenness that marked everything else he 
had been doing. 

“Look at that!” he exclaimed. 

“Yes, Brent, I am looking. It’s a wonderful crop, our best yet.” 

“It is, but I don’t mean that. Look at the heads — the flowers. 
Can’t you see anything unusual about them?” 

“No, I’m afraid I can’t.” 

“Well, I can. They—the flowers—have opened up, but they'll 
only stay open a little while, just the way morning glories, for in- 
stance, and water lilies open up and then close later in the day. 
You’ve seen both of those. Night-blooming cereus, that you’ve only 
read about, does the same thing.” 

Mary bent over to look at the golden flowers more closely. Then 
she looked back at Brent, with growing wonderment. 
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“Why, I believe you’re right! They do seem to have opened up! 
I wonder if it’s just an accident.” 

“It isn’t. This happens every day.” 

“Then why haven’t you — why haven’t we — noticed it before?” 

“Because it only lasts a little while each day. Because we've always 
been so rushed. These flowers bloom at noon, just our dinner time, 
and close by one o'clock. This is the third day I’ve watched them. I 
didn’t want to tell you until I was sure. And then I suddenly felt I 
couldn’t wait any longer. Because, if they do open——” 

“Yes, Brent?” 

“Nothing. That is, nothing I’m ready to say yet. But I want you 
to come out here with me at noon every day for a week and watch 
those flowers. I want you to tell me if you don’t think I’m right. 
Never mind about dinner — we can eat that any time.” 


She was certain he was right, she was able to assure him with 
proud confidence, after she had watched this phenomenon with him 
every day for the specified time. He did not again come dashing into 
the house to fetch her. Instead, he went on with his work, as usual, 
and, promptly at noon, she walked through the yard and across the 
hayfield and met him at a corner of the wet patch. Increasingly, the 
meeting made her think of the time before they were married, when 
he was courting her; because she could not then wait for his kiss 
until he reached the house, she had gone out towards the gate or 
even past it to meet him, secure in the knowledge that, at a given 
time, he would be coming to see her, as eager, as impatient for their 
reunion as she was. Every day now as she gazed at the miracle of 
bloom before her, she had much the same sense of fulfilment that 
she had had then—a fulfilment not yet complete, but so close to it 
as to be a visible and tangible thing, for all its mystery. She was 
still too shy to put this feeling into words now that she was woman 
grown, just as she had been when she was a young girl. But she 
instinctively knew, as she had then, that Brent understood and shared 
her feeling and rejoiced in it, 

At the end of a week, there was no longer any room for doubt 
about the opening flowers in the mind of either one. Actually, there 
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had been none from the beginning. They had both known, from 
the first time they had stood there in the rice field together, watch- 
ing this blossoming, that it was a portent, just as they had known the 
first time they met as sweethearts, with a mutual sense of harmony 
and yearning, that some day they must be husband and wife. With 
this same mutual sense they came closer together now, first reaching 
for each other’s hands and then finding each other’s lips. When at 
last they drew apart, Brent spoke in the voice of a triumphant lover. 

“Tve always thought that flowers were your department, not mine. 
I was wrong. Now it’s up to me to do as much with mine as you’re 
doing with yours.” 


She did not ask him what he meant to do; she realized it was 
doubtful whether he knew himself and, anyway, it did not seem to 
matter. What mattered was that he would do something, the best 
thing, when the time was ripe. Neither of them guessed that the 
time would come so soon, or what form it would take. 

Brent still went but rarely into town, and that mostly in the slack 
season. But one day a broken shovel handle resulted in an emergency 
when Jim Garland had already departed on his usual round of 
errands and visits. Calling to Mary that he might be late for supper, 
Brent hitched up the ponies and started for Crowley. When he came 
back, hours later, he flung the reins to Joshua, lifted a pail covered 
with wire screening carefully from the buggy, and called to Mary. 
As she opened the door and called in return, her greeting was inter- 
rupted by an exclamation of amazement. 

“What on earth have you got there?” she asked. 

“Bees,” Brent replied laconically. 

He set his pail carefully down on the porch step and grinned at 
her. “I happened to glance up, just to see what the weather looked 
like, as I was coming out of Frankel’s,” he said, “and what do you 
think I saw? A swarm of bees on one of the telegraph poles. It came 
over me what a terrible thing it would be if that swarm should cause 
a runaway. So I went back to Frankel’s and got a step-ladder and a 
broom and a pail. I put the pail on top of the ladder and climbed 
up to the highest rung myself. After one sudden stroke with the 
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broom, I had dislodged the entire swarm. When the bees were all 
safely in the pail, 1 went back to the store and got netting to cover 
the pail. So there won’t be any runaway. But we've got a new colony 
started, I’ve wired to New Orleans for supplies — Frankel told me 
about a firm where I could get them. Frankel knows about almost 
everything, just as he keeps almost everything, But there’s one thing 
he doesn’t know. | told him I was going to set up my new hives in 
our grove and get an Italian queen. I told him it would seem good 
to me to have bees again, that I’d missed them more than anything 
else I’d left behind when we came here. But I didn’t tell him I was 
going to use them for cross pollination. I didn’t tell him I think I 
might get new and better varieties of rice with the help of bees.” 
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PART FIVE 





La vinia 


July, 1889 — November, 1895 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


ing purpose : the production of rice which, in both yield and 
quality, should surpass any hitherto grown, no matter where, 
and the dissemination of this rice to every part of the world. 

In the beginning, the yield had not seemed to him much of a 
problem: since rice was self-pollinating, the more he planted, the 
more would continue to grow; but the quality would remain the 
same, unless he could hit on some way of improving it which he had 
not yet found. To be sure, a great deal had been accomplished by 
improved irrigation; but he had never felt that irrigation, despite 
its great importance in eliminating the hazard of drought, com- 
pletely solved the problem of improvement. That, he was convinced, 
must be done by cross pollination, and until it dawned on him that 
this might be done by bees, during the brief daily period when the 
rice flowers opened, he had sought in vain for the answer to the 
question which his clamouring mind demanded unceasingly. 

The single colony in the grove of oaks was increased to ten, to 
twenty, to thirty, and gradually came closer and closer to the house. 
The bees went circling over Mary’s flower garden and over the fields 
of clover, and Brent planted a small patch of sugar cane, to provide 
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| ROM that day on, Brent Winslow was a man with one endur- 


them with syrup for additional winter food. But though he had so 
long insisted that flowers were Mary’s province and not his, he now 
established an ‘experimental garden’, beyond the feed pen for the 
cattle. In this garden he spent endless hours, for the bees were not 
slow in finding it, too; and here the various varieties of rice he sought 
to develop to a state of perfection were planted close together or far 
apart, depending on the degree of cross pollination which he had 
decided was desirable. . 

But he was not satisfied to confine his experiments to a garden, nor 
did he feel that cross pollination was the only answer to his problem; 
selection must also enter into the picture. The family sitting room 
became the scene of equally intensive labours and much of the night, 
as well as all of the day, was given over to work. Eventually, every 
picture was draped with sheaves of rice and Mary’s sewing table be- 
came a testing board. Patiently, hour after hour, Brent would sit at 
this table, hulling one grain of rice after another, and removing the 
bran with his thumbnail. This was to see whether there was a 
‘chalky’ grain or a ‘crystal’ grain inside. He was perpetually seeking 
the crystal grains because, little by little, he had learned that they 
were very hard and would stand milling much better than the chalky 
grains, which would break in the heat. After making his first selec- 
tions, he would group the hulled rice in little piles, and then he 
would measure all the grains in each pile, with a small ruler he kept 
close by, to be sure of getting two that were identical in length. Then 
he would take those he thought were best and, placing a pin on the 
top of each pair, run another grain underneath, for assurance that 
they were the same in thickness, as well as in length. When he was 
completely satisfied, or as nearly satisfied as he thought was possible 
at that time, he made his selections for the next seeds he would 
plant in his experimental garden. 

In his absorption with his experiments, Brent did not notice that 
Lavinia was growing up until Mary called his attention to this. 

The first time that she came home from school, he had not become 
_ so completely preoccupied, and she had not changed very greatly. 

To be sure, the parlour was no longer quiet, because she played the 
piano again, for hours at a time, sometimes by herself, but more 
frequently to the accompaniment of Fleex and his violin, Various 
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members of the Villac and Primeaux tribe, as Brent continued to 
call it, were practically always present when she was there herself; 
and when she was not, she was out riding with them, or spending 
the day at their house, or something of the kind. He had long since 
overcome his initial dislike and distrust of Fleex, and although dis- 
quieting rumours occasionally reached Brent, these concerned the 
conduct of the boy elsewhere, and Brent took it for granted that 
they did not need to cause him anxiety in Lavinia’s case. Then Ursin 
approached him one day from a very unexpected angle. 

“Lavinia, she done put ideas into Claude’s head, her,” he com- 
plained. It was Sunday, and the two men were drinking coffee, 
sitting on the porch, now well shaded by the grapevine. 

“What kind of ideas?” 

“About educate. He got it in his head, him, he’s a-goin’ off to 
school. He never would have got no idea like that, no, not unless 
Lavinia put it in his head, her.” 

“Well, it doesn’t seem to me such a bad idea. He must have 
learned about all Miss Millie can teach him, by this time.” 

“An I tell you frankly, me, that’s aplenty for Claude, Maybe it 
don’t look to you like no bad idea he should go off to school, but 
I can’t agree with you, me, I got to speak w’at’s in my mind.” 

“Where does he want to go?” 

“St. Charles College in Gran’ Coteau, same like the Sacred Heart 
where Lavinia is, her. She told Claude how that’s the place where 
the boys go, them, that is relations of the girls from Lafayette an’ 
St. Martinville in her class at the convent. But those boys got rich 
fathers, them, not no poor farmers like me.” 

“Oh come, Ursin, you’re a farmer all right, but you’re not a poor 
farmer. You’re a good one—and a fairly prosperous one.” 

“Not prosperous enough to send Claude to no college at Gran’ 
Coteau. He got to put the idea right out of his head, him. You tell 
Lavinia I say so.” 

The implied rebuke to his daughter irritated Brent, whose affection 
for Lavinia had a strong streak of admiration in it. Nevertheless, he 
strove to speak in a conciliatory way. 

“What about the new college that’s just starting up with its head- 
quarters in the Crowley House — Acadia, I think they call it, after 
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the parish, That’s a lot nearer than Grand Coteau. If Claude went 
there, he could come home over Saturdays and Sundays and help 
with the farm work then. It wouldn’t cost so much to send him 
there, either — you’d have nothing for railroad fare and probably the 
tuition’s cheaper, too.” 

“I got no reason, me, for Claude to go to no college no place, him. 
You tell Lavinia w’at I say.” 

Again Brent managed to curb his annoyance. Having been won 
over to the notion that boarding school was advantageous for his 
daughter, he did not see why it should not be equally advantageous 
for his neighbour’s son; and it was his private opinion that the 
Villacs could probably afford such an expense as well as the 
Winslows, 

“I hope the other children aren’t giving you any trouble?” he 
hazarded, seeking to change the subject. 

“Not mine, no. Not yet anyways. But Annette, her, she might 
most any time. Phares’s two big girls worryin’ him plenty, too, I 
guarantee you, me.” 

“They are? Why, I thought they were both very nice, well be- 
haved girls. Marcelite’s very pretty, too.” 

“She pretty all right. She got her a beau already an’ Mezalee ain’t, 
not yet, her. That’s part of the trouble, be’cozz she’s a year older. 
So she say if Marcelite get married first, she goin’ be a nun, her.” 

“Get married! Why, she won't be old enough to get married for 
a long while yet.” 

“She fifteen. Plenty girls get married, them, when they fifteen. 
That ain’t the trouble, no. Trouble is she got a beau first biffo’ her 
sister that’s older than her, an’ this beau she got, him, he ain’t 
nobody but that Bazinet boy.” 

“You mean the son of the blacksmith, the one who lives over near 
where the old trading post used to be?” 

“I guarantee you, me. Phares don’t want his girl should marry 
with no blacksmith, her, an’ live by no tradin’ post like she was some 
Indians. Maybe those Bazinets, them, part Indian, too. I don’t know, 
me. They live there long, long time biffo’ we come here, long time 
biffo” anyone remember.” 

Again Brent decided it was better not to make any direct answer. 
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If rumour were to be credited, the early French settlers in Lacombe 
had intermarried very generally with the Choctaw Indians, so it was 
quite likely that Anne had Indian blood, even though Ursin and 
Phares did not. Indeed, her matter-of-fact acceptance of endless toil, 
both indoors and out, seemed to indicate that this might be part of 
a tradition which regarded heavy and menial work as the normal 
heritage of women. It therefore seemed inconsistent to Brent that the 
possibility of an Indian strain should be held against Marcelite’s 
suitor, while the trading post seemed to him no less desirable a place 
to live than the Cajuns’ farm. Trying to put himself in his neigh- 
bour’s place, Brent wondered how he would feel ~ years and years 
hence, of course — if such a contingency should arise in regard to 
Lavinia and realized, with a sudden pang, that he would be looking 
higher for her, too. . . . Perhaps the answer would be found among 
those brothers and cousins of her school-mates, who came from good 
families in Lafayette and St. Martinville. He permitted his thoughts 
to dwell, not without satisfaction, on this possibility, only to have 
his reverie interrupted by further grumbling from Ursin, 

“Miss Millie, her, she the one to blame. She got the Bazinets 
followin’ her lead wagon to Rayne, same like us. Then the young 
boys an’ girls, except when they in church, be together all eatin’ 
pate brisée and fried chicken. What you expect, hein? Next thing 
you know, they want to go dancin’ together; next thing after that, 
they want to marry with each other, them, Me, I don’t believe in all 
this church goin’, no, not when you got to live in the country. It 
ain’t like when you somewhere near town, no. How Marcelite goin’ 
get a buggy weddin’, her, this far from Rayne? That’s what she 
talkin’ bout now, be’cozz she been to one when a relation what lives 
there got married. How we goin’ have a party at our house, us, an’ 
a party at the tradin’ post, with popcorn an’ anisette at both places, 
an’ a white cake for the bride an’ a dark cake for the groom? How 
we goin’ to do as much as that an’ get them married all the same 
day?” 

“Perhaps one of your relations in Rayne . . .” Brent began tenta- 
tively. Ursin shook his head. 

“You snow-diggers don’t never understand our ways, no. First 
the girl’s family got to give a party, them, an’ after that everybody 
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goes to the church in buggies, yes, with the bride in lead buggy, her, 
by her papa. After they married, the bride an’ the groom go in lead 
buggy, an’ everybody has a party by the groom’s house where mostly 
they dance all night, them. Finally, the bride an’ the groom goes to 
their own house. But this young boy, he got no house yet. He got 
nothin’, him.” 

“Then I should think you or Phares could persuade the young 
people to wait. If neither of you could, I should think Anne might. : 

Ursin snorted. “You ever hear how young boys an’ girls wait, 
them, to marry just be’cozz they relations want they should?” he 
inquired. “Maybe they don’t get married, maybe something else 
happen. We don’t stand for nothin’ like that, no, not in my family.” 

“No, of course not. But I only thought——” 

“Well, you better go think about your bees, yes. You got more 
thoughts "bout them that maybe make sense than you got ‘bout 
young boys an’ girls, I guarantee you, me. An’ you tell Lavinia what 
I say: I don’t want she should put no more ideas, no, in Claude’s 
head.” 

For the third time Brent managed to refrain from an angry retort, 
though each time it was harder than it had been before. He forced 
himself to say pleasantly, “Let me get you some more coffee, Ursin, 
and something to eat with it. I know Mary baked a chocolate cake 
yesterday. A nice thick slice of that would go well, for both of us, 
with the second cups.” 

Ursin shook his head and rose. “I got to be gettin’ back, me,” he 
said. “There’s plenty-plenty work even if it is Sunday. Fleex is off 
again, him, somewheres, maybe to the Blakes; an’ Claude got to 
talk, talk, talk, all the time talk ’bout goin’ off to school, so me an’ 
Phares rather work without him, us, even if he’s handy enough. 


Don’t forget to tell Lavinia w’at I said, She got to stop, her, puttin’ 
ideas in Claude’s head.” 


Well, he had not lost his temper in talking to Ursin, Brent re- 
flected with satisfaction, as he watched his neighbour plodding out 
of sight; but perhaps he had better have a word with Lavinia. He 
could not do so immediately, for she was out, as usual; and when she 

164 


finally came in, it was so late for supper that he found he was 
annoyed with her, too, This made it easier for him to upbraid her. 

“Where on earth have you been all this time?” he inquired testily. 

Lavinia’s expression became not only non-committal, but mys- 
terious. “It’s a secret,” she said serenely, helping herself liberally to 
chocolate cake. 

“A secret! Well, it shouldn’t be. You mustn’t have secrets, 
Lavinia, from your mother and me.” 

“Everyone has secrets,” Lavinia said, still serenely. “I can’t tell 
you, because it isn’t my secret. It belongs to Claude and Fleex.” 

“I haven’t the slightest idea what you mean by that.” 

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t see why you should want to know 
about their secret, anyway. . . . Father, did you know thistles were 
good to eat?” 

“I did not. And I wasn’t talking about thistles, I asked you-—” 

“I don’t mean the whole thistle. Just the core. I got thirsty, and 
when I said so, Fleex told me he knew how to take care of that. He 
stripped a thistle and picked the core for me to chew. It was good. 
And afterwards, I wasn’t thirsty any more. Fleex knows a lot about 
such things, even if he didn’t go to school very much.” 

“Speaking of schools,” Brent answered, “Mr. Villac is very much 
annoyed because you’ve said so much about them to Claude. He says 
Claude is pestering the life out of him, asking to be sent to St. 
Charles College. It costs a great deal of money, Lavinia, to send 
children away to school, and their parents are the ones who have to 
decide whether they can afford it or not.” 

“Mr. Villac has just bought a very fancy new threshing machine,” 
Lavinia retorted. “He could have made his old one do and sent 
Claude to school, the way you and Mother have sent me. The reason 
he wants to go to St. Charles College is that, if he went there, he 
and I could see each other oftener than if he went to that new college 
at the Crowley House. We like to see each other. But he’d rather 
go to the college in Crowley than not to go to school at all.” 

“I think it’s very praiseworthy of Claude to want to go on with 
his schooling,” Mary, who had hitherto been silent, joined in by 
saying. “It’s tragic enough to see a boy like Fleex, who has so many 
natural gifts, as Lavinia says, half illiterate, without having Claude 
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grow up ignorant, too. Especially — also as Lavinia says — when his 
father can perfectly well afford to educate him. I don’t understand 
these Cajuns.” 

“Well, they don’t understand us, so that makes it mutual,” Brent 
retorted. “And J don’t understand all this nonsense about secrets. 
. . . I didn’t know there were any thistles around here, either.” 

“There aren’t, very near here,” Lavinia said, still with undis- 
turbed serenity and still enjoying her chocolate cake. She had now 
helped herself to a third piece. “That’s how I happened to get thirsty, 
walking so far. . . . Did you ever see a feu follet, Father?” 

“A what?” 

“A feu follet —a kind of fire out on the prairie. Only it isn’t on 
the ground, it’s in the air, and usually it’s a long way from any house. 
Everyone hopes it will stay away from houses, because if it comes 
near that means there’s going to be a death in the family, unless 
someone sticks a knife quickly into the gatepost.” 

“I never heard such nonsense in all my life!” Brent said explo- 
sively. “That really is nothing but what we call a will-o’-the-wisp up 
North. Who filled your head with yarns like that?” 

“Tve heard just such stories in town, Brent,” Jim Garland said 
soothingly. He had finished his supper before Lavinia came in, and 
had been sitting in an easy chair, smoking, during the argument 
between his son-in-law and his grand-daughter. “This feu follet is 
undoubtedly just some light caused by gases in the swamplands,” he 
now observed. “But you’d never make any Cajun believe that. . . . 
So you saw the feu follet for yourself, Lavinia, did you? I think 
that’s very interesting.” 

“Yes, it was interesting. But it was sort of scary, too. That is, it 
would have been, without Fleex. Even Claude wouldn’t have known 
what to do.” 

“I should think you’d rather stay in the house, with Mezalee and 
Marcelite, than go streaking off to eat thistles and run away from 
feu follets,” Brent said severely, 

“Marcelite wasn’t there; she was out somewhere else with Alcée 
Bazinet,” Lavinia, who was evidently much better acquainted with 
neighbourhood news than her father, informed him briefly, “And 
Mezalee wasn’t good company because she was crying. Sh ‘ d 
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to read her missal and she couldn’t, that is, not very well. She went 
to Miss Millie’s catechism classes, but she just learned to say what 
everybody else was saying, without looking at a book much. Now 
she’s found out she can’t be a regular nun if she can’t read a missal 
properly, only a lay sister. She has to know lots of other things, too. 
Mrs. Villac is very sorry for both girls. She thinks their father ought 
to let Marcelite marry Alcée; and she thinks her husband ought to 
let Claude go to school, so that he won’t be disappointed, later on, 
because he’s too ignorant to do the thing he’s set his heart on, what- 
ever it turns out to be. Mrs. Villac’s told both men exactly what she 
thinks,” 

Jim Garland burst out laughing. “If that’s the case, Brent, the 
game’s up,” he said jovially. “And Ursin knows it as well as I do. 
That’s why he was over here, grumbling, all the afternoon. He’s 
bound to give in, once Anne’s made up her mind to oppose him. 
Claude will start off for school about the same time Lavinia does, 
and Marcelite will be married soon afterwards, if not before. You 
mark my words.” 


As usual, Jim Garland was very nearly right in all his predictions. 

To be sure, Claude was not allowed to go to St. Charles College; 
but he accepted with gratitude the compromise on Acadia College, 
which was, at last, grudgingly accorded. Marcelite did not get her 
buggy wedding; but she was quietly married to Alcée by Father 
Vialetton, one of the Jesuit missionaries who still rode through the 
prairie on horseback, and who unhesitatingly upheld her insistence 
on immediate nuptials, after talking briefly with her and her beloved 
and their respective parents. The same missionary also talked with 
Mezalee about her vocation; she had better wait a few years, he told 
her. Oh yes, he understood that she was just as sure she wanted to 
be a nun as Marcelite was that she wanted to be a wife; but, person- 
ally, he did not feel her desire was quite so well grounded. If she still 
felt she would like to be a nun, after she had given the matter a 
little more thought, the missionary would give her his blessing. But 
he hoped she would not content herself with the idea of becoming a 
lay sister, when some extra schooling was all that stood in the way 
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of being a choir nun. If Claude’s father could send him to Acadia 
College, certainly her father could do the same for her. Mezalee could 
make the grade easily, an earnest, intelligent girl like herself . . . 

The Winslows’ suspicions that prejudice rather than penury under- 
lay the objections of Phares and Ursin to their children’s matrimonial 
and educational aspirations was borne out when the cousins an- 
nounced their intention of buying the Blakes’ property, and letting 
the young couple try their hand at running it. The Blakes, it seemed, 
had decided that Acadia Parish did not come up to their expectations; 
they were going to move on to California. This decision, made when 
a good harvest was at its height, was astounding to many, but not to 
all. Rumours were flying thick and fast that Prudence had got herself 
‘a bad name’. Yes, it might be that Fleex Primeaux was partly to 
blame for it; but only partly and not at the beginning. There had 
been other young boys involved —and older men, too, Prudence’s 
strait-laced parents were even more stunned than ashamed; they 
could not understand how the conduct of their daughter, whom they 
had brought up in the fear and admonition of the Lord, could have 
become a public scandal, They left their good land, dragging Pru- 
dence, flushed and defiant, away with them. 

“T think if I’d heard that Blake property was for sale, before Ursin 
and Phares did, I might have bought it myself,” Brent told Mary. 

“You did buy the timber-lot,” she reminded him. 

“Yes, but I want to plant another field to rice. The wet patch 
isn’t large enough for me any more. And I’m thinking about a canal 
— not just a ditch, a regular canal. If I had that . . .” 

He bent over his sample grains again, leaving his sentence un- 
finished. Mary picked up the mending basket she had briefly set aside 
and went on with her darning. The house was very quiet again, now 
that Lavinia had gone back to school. 

Neither of her parents remembered, until after her departure, that 
she had never told them where she had gone with Claude and 


Fleex the day she had slaked her thirst with a thistle core and been 
chased by a feu follet. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


HE next summer Lavinia was not at home very much, because 
she went with her grandfather to Illinois. 

He had not brought up the subject of going there again since 
the day, two years earlier, when he had told Mary he supposed the 
first trip he took should not be to Pointe-aux-Loups anyway, but to 
Monroe; and for the second time, she had been lulled into a sense of 
false security about a closed chapter. Many of the other ‘snow- 
diggers’ made a practice of returning, more or less regularly, to their 
old homes; but next to his wife and daughter and father-in-law, of 
whom he was also genuinely fond, Brent’s heart belonged to his bees. 
But when Jim Garland suggested it might be a good thing for 
Lavinia to see something of another part of the country, he agreed 
with more alacrity than Mary. 

“Why, yes,” he said, I think it might be a very good thing. You'd 
stop off in Chicago, perhaps, and have a look around there? Maybe 
in New Orleans, too? Of course, I’ve never travelled any to speak of 
myself, never expect to; but I should think a youngster could learn as 
much that way as in a schoolroom. If Mary’s willing Lavinia should 
go with you to visit her aunt, I am.” 

Mary was not altogether willing, but she did not feel she should 
say so when Brent felt otherwise, when her father obviously wanted 
to renew old ties, and when Lavinia was straining at the leash to be 
off, She did not seem to be in the least in dread of separation from 
her parents, an attitude which caused Mary more pangs than it did 
Brent; and the young girl did not voice, and evidently did not feel, 
any regret at parting from her accustomed boon companions. Claude 
and Mezalee, who had both been looking forward eagerly to inter- 
ludes from farm work with their more fortunate friend, were hurt, 
and a little jealous; but they went to the depot to see her off. Fleex 
had disappeared on one of his periodic mysterious absences. 

When Lavinia returned, Claude and Mezalee had already gone 
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back to school, In the brief and hurried talks she had with her 
mother, before she returned to school herself — accompanied, this 
year, by Annette Primeaux—she chatted volubly enough; but she 
had failed to mention many things that Mary would have liked to 
hear about. 

“I was crazy about New Orleans, but I didn’t like Chicago nearly 
as well,” she said. “And I’m awfully glad you moved away from 
Monroe. I didn’t remember how dismal it was until I saw it 
again.” 

“Dismal?” 

“Yes. Hardly any trees or fowers or——” 

“Why, I had a nice little flower garden,” Mary said quickly. “Isn’t 
it still there — on the south side of our house?” 

Lavinia shook her head. “J£ it is, I didn’t notice. I was only over 
there once. The hired man lives there now, you know.” 

“No, I didn’t.” 

“Well, he does. And Aunt Sally doesn’t have a flower garden. She 
says she doesn’t have time for one, with a baby and everything. I 
don’t see why not. Marcelite has a nice little flower garden — not as 
nice as yours, of course, but still it’s pretty, and she takes care of 
her baby herself. Aunt Sally has a hired girl.” 

“Ts the baby cunning?” 

“Not nearly as cunning as Marcelite’s. He’s too fat. So is Aunt 
Sally.” 

“Aunt Sally is too fat!” 

“Yes, lots. Of course, Mrs. Villac’s rather fat, too. But you're not, 
Mother. You’re not any fatter than I am, and you’ve been married 
ever so long.” 

Mary flushed. She was secretly proud of her figure, and though 
Brent was sparing of compliments, he occasionally told her, in a 
tone which implied admiration, that he did not believe she had 
gained a pound in twenty years. So Sally’s pleasing plumpness had 
taken on more and more ample proportions! And probably the skin 
which had so often been compared to a rose leaf would soon begin 
to look coarse and ruddy, if it had not already done so. And a 
stout, red-faced woman would have little or no allure for a fastidi- 
ous man like Jonathan Fant. . . . Mary forced herself to ask the 
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question which was hardest for her to put, trying to make it sound 
casual. 

“What about your Uncle Jonathan? He hasn’t grown fat, too, has 
he?” 

“Oh, no! He looks just the way he did before — that is, the way I 
think he looked before. I’m not sure I remember exactly. And he was 
very nice to us when he was there.” 

“When he was there! Wasn’t he there all the time?” 

“No, he was gone quite a good deal. And then Aunt Sally cried 
and Grandpa was cross. And when Uncle Jonathan finally came 
home they kept talking and talking, after I’d gone to bed at night. 
I couldn’t hear what they said, but I could hear their voices. Aunt 
Sally’s and Grandpa’s, I mean. Uncle Jonathan didn’t say much. I 
guess the others were sort of picking on him. I don’t see why they 
should. I guess he just enjoys getting off by himself once in a 
while, the way Fleex does. I think he and Fleex are something 
alike.” 

“What nonsense!” Mary said, almost angrily. “They’re not in the 
least alike. Jonathan Fant is a very cultured, travelled gentleman. 
Fleex is just a poor ignorant Cajun who’s never been off the prairie.” 

“I wish you wouldn’t say ‘Cajun’ like that, Mother. Sometime you 
might forget and do it when the Villacs or the Primeaux could 
hear you and you’d hurt their feelings terribly. They don’t mind 
calling themselves Cajuns, but they don’t like to, have other people 
do it.” 

“I know. I’m sorry. I'll try not to. But when you said you thought 
your Uncle Jonathan and Fleex Primeaux were something alike, you 
startled me so that—~” 

“I don’t see why you should have been so startled. Fleex hasn’t 
been to school much, I know, and I think he’s sorry now, though he 
never says so. But his mother died and his father didn’t realize how 
important school was. His mother would have. Fleex said she was a 
real lady, convent bred and everything~a school-mate of Miss 
Millie’s. But she fell in love with his father and came out to live on 
the prairie with him and never regretted it, because they were so 
happy together.” 

“Who told you all this?” 
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“Fleex. . . . And Fleex knows all about plants and birds and 
animals and he’s the best shot and sings better and plays the violin 
better than anyone else around here.” 

“Lavinia, I realize all that. And I realize he’s always been very 
kind to his younger brother and his sisters and all his cousins, and 
very thoughtful and helpful, as far as we’re concerned. Your father 
and I are fond of him and I know you are. But he is ignorant and 
he is wild. So when you compared him to your Uncle Jonathan——” 

“Hasn’t Uncle Jonathan any bad habits?” 

“Why, of course not!” 

While they were talking, Mary and Lavinia had been sorting 
clothes, Lavinia laid down the fresh nightgown she was holding and, 
without saying a word, looked at her mother with an expression that 
Mary had never seen on her daughter’s face before. Again Mary 
flushed, more deeply this time. 

“Well, I don’t know what you think, but I’m sure Grandpa thinks 
Uncle Jonathan has some bad habits. I’ve heard him say so. And I 
know that’s one reason he went to Illinois—not just because he 
wanted to take a trip, but because he thought perhaps Aunt Sally 
wasn’t happy. And she isn’t.” 

“I'm very sorry, Lavinia, to hear all this, After you’ve gone back 
to school, and I have more time, I'll talk to your grandfather about 
it and see if there’s anything I can do to help. Meanwhile——” 

“Meanwhile,” Lavinia said, picking up the nightgown and folding 
it, “I still think Fleex and Uncle Jonathan are something alike.” 


When the first favourable opportunity arose, Mary spoke to her 
father about Jonathan and Sally i a 

“Pm sorry Lavinia let the cat out of the bag,” he told her. “I 
didn’t mean to say anything about it— not yet at least, But here’s the 
situation as I see it: Sally wanted to get married and she had her 
wish. What’s more, she wanted to marry Jonathan Fant and she got 
her way about that, too. She must have known he wasn’t as eager 
to have her as she was to have him, or he wouldn’t have shilly- 
shallied around the way he did. So I’m afraid what’s happening now 
is only whar Sally has coming to her. Jonathan loves the land, and 
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if Sally wouldn’t let herself go, the way she does, he’d make a good 
farmer and he’d try to make a good husband. I'll give him that much 
credit. But, as your mother said, he’d been a wanderer for a long 
time when he came to us, and if he gets tried, beyond a certain point, 
he thinks the remedy is to wander. He may be right, at that. Every 
man’s entitled to some sort of escape from what’s hardest for him to 
take, Your mother’s infirmity was the hardest thing for me; I found 
my escape in my horses. Even Brent’s bees are a form of escape. 
Women ought to be thankful when their husbands don’t take to 
drink for escape — especially when they’re driven as hard as Jonathan 
is.” 

“Then he doesn’t drink or — or run after other women or — or any- 
thing?” 

“I don’t know just what you mean by ‘or anything.’ But I’m sure 
he isn’t drinking to excess, because I’d have found that out. I prob- 
ably would have found out if he’d been running after any other 
woman — that’s the kind of news that spreads fastest of all. He just 
leaves. We've got to hope that some day he doesn’t leave for good. 
But there’s nothing we can do to help at present — I’ve come to that 
conclusion, after my visit. However, I think I’ll go north again when 
they have that Columbian Exhibition in Chicago. Brent can’t afford 
to miss seeing the exhibits of how rice is grown all over the world. 
And there’ll be lots of other things to see, too, that you and Lavinia 
will enjoy.” 

“I’d love to have Brent go, and Lavinia, But someone will have 
to stay here and look after things.” 

Jim Garland picked up his pipe and rose. “Well, of course, if you 
feel that way about it,” he said. 


The summers were flying by, each one faster than the one before. 
Ninety-two was a banner year for rice. As a result of it, Brent was 
able to afford all the improvements he wanted —a canal and a share 
in a big pumping plant, a twine-binding harvester that would do the 
work of forty men with sickles in the same length of time. The 
following year was so preternaturally dry that many farmers were 
hard hit; nevertheless, Brent, who had suffered less than most, felt 
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he could take time off for the World’s Fair, and he unhesitatingly 
accepted his father-in-law’s invitation to go. It was his first break 
away from work since he had gone to Louisiana on his inspection 
tour, and he revelled in every moment of his holiday, and so, of 
course, did Lavinia. The only flaw in his enjoyment was that Mary 
had persisted in remaining behind, though afterwards, he admitted 
it was just as well one of them should have been at the farm, since 
there had never been so many indigo weeds and, without her 
supervision, the hired hands could have easily overlooked many of 
these. 

As far as the family in Monroe was concerned, Brent could see 
nothing much to worry about, he was able to tell Mary, with com- 
plete sincerity, on his return. His brother-in-law had been at home 
throughout his visit and had been civil, if condescending — but that 
had always been Jonathan’s way. It was true that Sally was too fat, 
and now that there was another baby, a second boy, she kept com- 
plaining of overwork, though she had capable help, and a good deal 
more of it than most farm women in Illinois. On the whole, the 
land looked well cared for. Yes, Brent was afraid the little old flower 
garden on the south side of their former home was gone. But what 
did that matter, now that she had such a fine one here? 

They both had reason to feel satisfied, not only with their respec- 
tive gardens, but with their daughter’s record at school. She had made 
up for her late start with astonishing rapidity and was one of the 
youngest pupils in the graduating class. Several times she had been 
awarded the Blue Ribbon, which was the symbol of leadership, It 
was very generally taken for granted that at the exercises which, at 
Grand Coteau, were called ‘The Prizes’, instead of Graduation, 
Lavinia Winslow would sing in the chorus, play the piano, and carry 
off top honours in French and Mathematics and none of her class- 
mates begrudged her these evidences of success. What added far 
more to her popularity, however, was the generous and tactful part 
she played in preparing for the May ceremony of Crowning Our 
Lady. As a Protestant, she was not entitled to put the crown in 
place on the Virgin’s statue; and she herself was the first to silence 
the whispered expressions of regret over her ineligibility and to make 
the choice of Annette, who had won few prizes and won no Blue 
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Ribbons, seem to the girls, who were entitled to vote, the logical one. 

Even though Lavinia had now nominally ‘settled down’ at the 
farm, it seemed to Mary that the girl spent most of her time ranging 
the countryside, and one night she stayed out so late that Mary be- 
came seriously worried. When she finally heard the sound of voices 
on the porch, she rose and threw a robe around her. Then she went 
into the sitting room to wait until her daughter came in, her feeling 
of uneasiness assuaged, but her curiosity roused. One of the voices, 
of course, was Lavinia’s. The other was Claude’s, Lavinia’s had a 
note of protest in it, and also a note of weariness; the latter was 
especially surprising, as the girl was practically indefatigable. 
Claude’s was protesting, too, and pleading. 

“I said no,” Lavinia declared at last, so clearly and emphatically 
that her mother heard every word. “If you keep on pestering me 
like this, I won’t go out with you alone again. I'll stay with the 
crowd. Good night.” 

The front door opened and closed and Lavinia extinguished the 
light in the front hall and started up the stairs. The sound of retreat- 
ing footsteps outside served to give Mary confidence that Claude 
would soon be out of hearing. She called, softly, to Lavinia. 

“Light the candle again and come in here for a moment, dear,” 
she said. “I want to speak to you before you go to bed.” 

Lavinia turned obediently, relighted the candle and came into the 
sitting room carrying it. In the dim light, she looked as tired as she 
had sounded, 

“It’s very late, darling,” Mary said, trying to speak casually and 
quietly. “I'd begun to be worried.” 

“There’s no reason why you should have been, I’d have been home 
hours ago, if Claude hadn’t been making such a nuisance of him- 
self.” 

“A nuisance of himself?” 

“Yes, He’s bound and determined that I should get engaged to 
him. He’s been harping and harping on it. This isn’t the first time, 
either. I’ve told him that, if he keeps on this way, I won’t go to any 
more dances with him.” 

“Darling, you know your father and I both like Claude very much. 
He’s a fine boy. It’s greatly to his credit that he’s done so well at 
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Acadia College and graduated with honours. But he must know 
you're too young to be engaged. I'll tell him so myself—or your 
father will.” 

“It won’t do any good. He’ll tell you Marcelite was married when 
she was younger than I am, not just engaged. He'll tell you lots of 
girls are. It’s true, too. But I don’t want to be engaged to Claude. 
I like him a lot, I always have; I’m just not in the mood for getting 
engaged to him. . . . Do you mind awfully if I go to bed, Mother? 
I’m pretty tired. And I do hope you won’t say anything to Father 
about this. Because nothing’s going to come of it.” 

“All right, darling. I won’t say anything to your father — not now, 
anyway. He wasn’t worried about you — he’s fast asleep. And we’d 
better get some sleep, too, Perhaps we can talk about this tomorrow.” 

Mary turned this prospective conversation over in her mind many 
times during the remainder of the night and, the next day, took pains 
to create opportunities when Lavinia could talk with her confiden- 
tially. Lavinia did not improve any of them. She slept late, played 
the piano for hours, went for a horse-back ride with her grand- 
father and, early in the evening, announced that she was going to 
her room to dress. This in itself was surprising, for Lavinia was 
singularly free from vanity, and changed casually and quickly from 
one kind of clothes to another, when she bothered to change at all. 
Her mother, who was working in her flower garden, looked up in 
astonishment. 

“I thought you said you weren’t going to any more dances for the 
present. And you were so tired——”’ 

“Tm not tired any more, and what I said was that I wouldn’t go 
to any more dances with Claude, if he kept on pestering me. I’m 
not going with Claude. I’m going with Fleex.” 

“Fleex! I didn’t know he was at home.” 

“He came home today. I happened to meet him while I was out 
riding. He asked me if I’d like to go into Crowley to a dance tonight 
and I said I would.” 

“Well,” Mary said hesitantly. “Well . . . if you're going that far, 
you know I prefer to have you go in a group, and I’m afraid you'll 
be very late again.” 

“I thought ‘groups’ just meant people I’d met later, not those I’d 
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known from the beginning. . . . I probably shall be late. But there’s 
nothing to be afraid of.” 

I’m not so sure. I’m not so sure, Mary kept saying to herself all 
the rest of the evening. She told herself, at the same time, that it was 
a very silly thing for her to be saying. She repeated this, both before 
Fleex appeared, driving the Primeaux’s best buggy, and after he and 
Lavinia had gone off together, laughing and joking and chatting to 
each other in French. There was no protest in Lavinia’s voice now, 
or any weariness, and she had never seemed in better spirits or looked 
so pretty. She had put on her graduation dress and done up her 
beautiful hair in the most becoming way, the way that took longest. 
Fleex was apparently in very good spirits, too, and he was very 
neatly dressed, in a new dark suit. He certainly was a handsome boy 
— no, not a handsome boy any more, a handsome man. He was two 
years older than Claude, who was about four years older than 
Lavinia, and that made him —~why, Fleex must be twenty-two or 
twenty-three years old. It was unbelievable, but it was true. He had 
been away so much, and time had been flying so fast, that Mary had 
not thought of him as a man before. But now she did... . 

She made some excuse to Brent about sewing that simply had to 
be finished and he went upstairs, unconcernedly, without her. Then 
she sat, her industrious hands for once folded in her lap, watching 
the clock and listening to its slow relentless ticking, It seemed an 
eternity before she heard the buggy drive into the outer yard again. 
Then she heard nothing else, She endured the silence as long as she 
could and at last she went quietly out on the porch. 

Fleex and Lavinia were standing beside the buggy, while the tired 
horse drooped in the shafts. They were not saying anything; they 
were merely looking at each other. In the bright moonlight, Mary 
could see them clearly, and what she saw made her believe that, in 
a minute, they would be in each other’s arms. But they did not touch 
each other and they still did not speak, even to say good night, before 
Lavinia turned and started to walk, alone, towards the house. Then, 
in that same moment, Fleex turned, too, and Mary saw not only his 
profile, as she had before, but his full face. In one dreadful flash, she 
understood what Lavinia had meant when the gir: said that Jonathan 
Fant and Fleex Primeaux were a good deal alike. For that was the 
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way Jonathan had looked, years before, when he had come upon 
Mary while she was sorting old papers, and told her that it was she 
he was in love with, and not her sister. 


It was the next day that she reminded Brent, as casually as she 
could, that Lavinia was growing up. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


B= did not take what she was saying to him very seri- 


ously. In fact, Mary felt he was not taking it anyway near 

seriously enough. Usually, she did not mind when he seemed 
preoccupied with his experiments; now that she was preoccupied 
with their daughter, she felt he should be, too. 

“What makes you think so?” he asked, rather absently. “Mary, 
do you know I believe I’m finally getting somewhere? Those last 
grains I measured——”’ 

“I think so because she’s acting as if she were — well, interested in 
being with boys.” 

“Why, that’s nothing new! She’s always enjoyed ranging the 
countryside with Claude and Fleex. I’ve told you before that she’s 
something of a tomboy, even if she’s handy enough when it comes 
to helping you in the kitchen. She’ll never be anything like the 
needlewoman you are, though heaven knows you've tried hard 
enough to make her into one. I’ve always understood nuns were good 
at that sort of thing, too. They must have tried to teach her and to 
set her an example at Grand Coteau.” 

“Brent, you're not really following me at all. A girl isn’t neces- 
sarily a tomboy just because she doesn’t like to sew, any more than 
a man is necessarily effeminate if he doesn’t like to hunt. She isn’t 
ranging the countryside, as you call it, instead of staying in the house 
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because she’s a tomboy. She’s doing it because she — well, because she 
imagines she’s in love.” 

“In love!” Brent echoed. He could not have sounded any more 
amazed if Mary had told him that Lavinia imagined she could fly to 
the moon. “Why, she isn’t old enough to——”’ 

“She’s almost seventeen. I was in love with you when I was seven- 
teen, Brent — when Í was fifteen. I never was in love with anyone 
else.” 

“You liked me, when you were fifteen. That’s not the same thing 
at all,” Brent said firmly. . . . “Speaking of imagination, who do you 
imagine she’s in love with?” he continued, practically if ungram- 
matically. 

Mary hesitated. She had promised not to say anything about 
Claude, but nothing had been promised about Fleex. What she had 
seen, convincing as it was to her, had been wholly accidental. 
Lavinia still did not know that her mother had watched her and 
Fleex standing motionless, facing each other in the moonlight. Sø 
perhaps it was not a breach of confidence to tell that. 

“T’m almost sure Lavinia’s in love with Fleex,” she said hesitantly. 

Brent laughed. “Now I know your imagination’s working over- 
time,” he said. “If you’d mentioned Claude, I might have believed 
you. I say I might have, though heaven knows even that’s improbable 
enough — partly because they’re too young to be in love, and partly 
because Claude’s rather on the stolid side, though he’s a pretty decent 
sort of boy. I shouldn’t be altogether sorry if, five or ten years from 
now, Lavinia should decide she might as well marry Claude. She 
could do a lot worse. On the other hand, she probably could do a lot 
better, I’ve always had it in the back of my mind, Mary, that maybe 
one of those young fellows she met when she was visiting in La- 
fayette . . . I shouldn’t wonder if it had been in the back of your 
mind, too.” 

“Yes,” Mary admitted. “Yes, it has.” Yes, of course. It was 
natural for parents to be ambitious for their children, to hope that 
marriage would bring them benefits and advantages other than — or 
rather, besides — love. The young fellows Lavinia had been meeting 
in Lafayette had more background of culture and wealth, better 
educations, wider outlooks, handsomer homes than either Mary or 
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Brent had possessed themselves, “Of course I’ve hoped that was what 
might happen,” she repeated. . . . “But do you realize, Brent, that 
she’s never asked any of them here? She’s visited those girls in their 
homes, but she’s never invited them to visit her in return, I’ve asked 
her several times why she didn’t. I’ve even gone so far as to ask her 
if she were ashamed to invite them. And she only told me not to be 
silly. It’s one of the few times she’s ever spoken to me that way. She 
said that when she was at home, she wanted to make the most of it 
— by which she meant she wanted to make the most of the time she 
could be with Fleex.” 

“You say that’s what she meant. Is that what she said?” 

“No, but I’m sure——” 

“And I’m sure you’re being silly, just as Lavinia told you. I’m 
sorry, Mary. I don’t say anything like that to you, either, very often, 
do I? I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, And I don’t mean to cut 
this short. But I’ve got to get out to the fields.” 


Brent did not, however, dismiss the matter of his daughter from 
his mind quite as completely as his speech and manner indicated. 
When he came in to dinner, he observed Lavinia carefully. He had 
not seen much of her since her return from school, For two morn- 
ings in succession she had not come down to breakfast, and for two 
evenings in succession she had gone out before supper. Now, during 
dinner, he took time to observe the girl. She was quieter than usual, 
but at the same time she gave an impression of restlessness, because 
she kept looking out of the window. He had not seen her anywhere 
around the yard or the barns in the course of the morning, so he 
asked her what she had been doing. She answered that she had 
started to make herself a dress, As he had said to Mary only a couple 
of hours earlier, he had never noticed the makings of a needle- 
woman in Lavinia, now he avoided his wife’s eyes as he asked: 
What kind of a dress? A party dress—pink muslin, Lavinia 
answered, Didn’t she have enough party dresses? No, Lavinia said, 
not if she were going to a dance almost every night. Didn’t she think 
once or twice a week was enough? No, she didn’t ~ everyone in the 
erowd went oftener than that. Well, as her father, he thought once 
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or twice a week was plenty. Without making any direct response 
and asking, quite politely, if she might be excused, as she didn’t 
want any dessert, Lavinia rose from the table and, after one more 
glance out of the window, walked over to the sewing machine, This, 
Brent now noticed for the first time, was covered with a froth of pink 
muslin. . . . When he came in from the fields, late in the afternoon, 
his daughter was sitting in the open doorway, wearing her new dress. 
He had never seen her look so pretty. 

“Lavinia,” he said, trying to speak sternly, “you were out last 
night and the night before and I told you——” 

“I know, Father. But I’d already planned to go to this dance. I 
didn’t think you meant me to break an engagement.” 

“I meant exactly what I said, Lavinia, when I told you that once 
or twice a week——”” 

The Villacs’ best buggy rounded the turn in the road which led 
past the grove. It was still fairly distant from the house. But Lavinia 
leaped up with a speed which suggested that she might be going out 
to meet it — exactly, Brent suddenly remembered, as Mary had been 
wont to rush out to meet him when he was courting her. 

“There’s Fleex now!” Lavinia cried joyously and dashed past her 
father. Then she stopped as suddenly as she had risen, and stood 
staring ahead of her as if she could not believe her eyes. 

It was not Fleex who was driving the buggy. It was Claude. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


: UT where is he?” 
“I don’t know, Lavinia. None of us knows. He’s always 


come and gone without warning—you know that. We 
didn’t expect him when he came yesterday morning. We didn’t 
expect him to leave this morning, either. But he’s gone.” 
“Well then, he’ll be back. Any minute. It’s early yet. You might 
have waited a little longer.” 
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“Lavinia, I don’t think he’s coming back. Not for a long while, 
anyway. All his clothes are gone this time. He’s always left some 
behind before this. Now he’s taken everything. And his fishing tackle 
and his rifle. They’re all gone.” 

Lavinia continued to stare unbelievingly at Claude. The joy had 
already gone out of her voice. Now her father saw that she did not 
even look pretty any more; something had happened to her face, just 
as something had happened to her voice. It looked old and it looked 
hard. 

“Allright,” she said at last, and her voice was hard, like her face; it 
was not the voice of an eager, sixteen-year-old girl, but of an embit- 
tered and mature woman. “If that’s the case, I won’t be going out to 
dances, when Father doesn’t approve. He thinks I shouldn’t go out 
more than twice a week and I’ve been twice this week already — 
night before last with you and last night with Fleex. Good-bye, 
Claude.” 

She turned abruptly and walked back towards the house. Claude, 
who had got out of the buggy, and Brent, who was still standing in 
the doorway, spoke simultaneously. 

“But, Lavinia, you were all ready to go with Fleex. I don’t see——” 

“As Claude is here, Lavinia, I agree with him that, in the circum- 
stances——”” 

“I won't have any chance of pleasing you, Father, if you keep 
changing your mind like this.” 

The full fresh muslin of her pink skirt brushed against Brent’s 
knees as she went through the door, and he caught a whiff of some 
fresh delicate fragrance as she disappeared. He looked helplessly 
towards the miserable boy standing by the buggy. 

“Tm sorry, Claude,” he said as kindly as he knew how. “Of 
course I don’t object to having Lavinia go out with you. I just 
thought she was overdoing things a little, if she tried to take in a 
dance every night. I’m afraid she’s given you a wrong impression — 
that somehow, she’s got a wrong impression herself. In fact, she 
seems very upset.” 

“I’m afraid I helped upset her,” Claude confessed unhappily. 
“You see, Mr. Winslow, I’d like very much to be engaged to La- 
vinia — that is, to have it understood that some day she and I would 
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be engaged. I’ve kept telling her so, and I’m afraid I’ve done it too 
often. I care a lot and——” He stopped to clear his throat, “I think 
you know I’ve got a good job at the new rice mill in Crowley,” he 
went on after a minute. “I can save money and I mean to, I’ll be 
able to support a wife well, by and by. I was just hoping I could 
make Lavinia understand this and — well, and also that I thought the 
world of her. I wouldn’t have done it if I thought it would upset 
her so.” 

“Pm sure you wouldn’t have, Claude,” Brent said, still speaking 
very kindly. “And I want you to know that neither Mrs. Winslow 
nor I would have put any obstacles in your way — that is, when the 
proper time came. But you and Lavinia are both very young 
and——” 

“I’m four years older than she is. And I’m so afraid that if I can’t 
persuade her to get engaged to me—I mean to have an understand- 
ing about getting engaged — that some other fellow, who’s older still, 
might come butting in.” 

He took a noticeably clean handkerchief from his breast pocket, 
unfolded it from its neat creases, and mopped his forehead 
with it. 

“Well, good night,” he said awkwardly. Then he turned, with 
his foot already on the step of the buggy. “And thanks a lot for 
saying you don’t object to having Lavinia go out with me a reason- 
able amount now, and that you don’t believe you’d have any objec- 
tions to our getting engaged by and by. I won’t come over again for 
a few days, anyway. That is, I won’t come unless we hear some- 
thing from Fleex. If we do, PI} let Lavinia know right away. Because 
I can’t help thinking, Mr. Winslow, that another reason she’s upset 
is because Fleex has gone off without telling her.” 


When Brent described this scene to Mary, she agreed with him 
that Claude had behaved very well and that Lavinia had behaved 
very badly. She did not mention that she also agreed with Claude’s 
surmise about the main reason for Lavinia’s wpset. For a few days 
Lavinia kept close to the house, and her mother was aware that she 
was still watching and waiting for Fleex, hoping against hope that 
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he would reappear. Then Lavinia herself vanished early one morn- 
ing, and late in the afternoon she still had not come home. Jim 
Garland had been given no details about recent events; Brent and 
Mary had decided against taking him into their confidence, since 
obviously Lavinia had not taken him into hers. Nevertheless, the 
shrewd old horseman had formed a fairly accurate idea of what 
was happening. When he sensed Mary’s anxiety, he offered to ride 
over to the Primeaux’s place, instead of going into town, as usual, 
and to bring Lavinia back with him. 

“What makes you think she’s there?” Mary asked quickly. 

“I don’t think she’s there. But I think Claude will know where to 
find her. . . . Don’t you remember, Mary,” he went on in answer 
to his daughter’s questioning look, “that the three of them — Fleex 
and Claude and Lavinia, I mean — used to have some kind of a hide- 
out? I think that’s where she’s gone—hoping to find Fleex. Of 
course he isn’t there—if he were, Claude would have found him 
already. It would have occurred to him, right away, to look. Now 
he'll track down Lavinia for us — you'll see. Of course, I won’t be so 
crude as to suggest anything of the sort. I'll just go over to pay a 
friendly visit, and after a while I'll ask if Lavinia is anywhere 
around and say that, if she is, she and I might ride home together. 
As a matter of fact, I don’t need any excuse for a visit. There’s a per- 
fectly logical reason for one, quite aside from Lavinia’s absence. Anne 
isn’t very well these days, as you know.” 

The last time Dr. Mouton had been to the Winslows, he had just 
come from the Primeaux’s. Anne Villac was going the way of many 
another Cajun woman whom he had seen — apparently as strong as a 
horse and then, having worked like one for half a century or more, 
taking yearly childbirth in her stride, had suddenly reached the end 
of her rope — well, his similes were getting a little mixed, but Mrs. 
Winslow would know what he meant. Ursin was greatly astonished 
—it had never occurred to him that anything like this could happen 
to his wife. He was also deeply distressed — there was great, if un- 
demonstrative, devotion between the two. It was just as well that 
Mezalee had been persuaded to put off her project of becoming a 
nun, She would be needed at home now. 

Mary sat thinking about all this while Jim Garland was gone, her 
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thoughts temporarily diverted from Lavinia. Long before Brent 
came in from the fields, her father returned. 

“You'll be glad to know that Anne doesn’t seem any worse,” he 
said. “But it’s just as I thought: Lavinia wasn’t there and Claude 
said he believed he knew where he could find her. He set out right 
away and he'll bring her back safe and sound, Mary. Don’t you 
worry.” 

“Have you read the latest number of the Signal?” he then in- 
quired, most inconsequentially, it seemed to Mary. 

“No. Why?” 

“There was an obituary in it on that old Mrs. Arcenaux who 
lived in St. Martinville — Jonathan’s grandmother. She reached an 
astonishing age and she’d been in her house alone these last years. 
You remember her husband died some time ago.” 

“I suppose I must have known it, but if I did, I’d forgotten it. 
It isn’t as if I’d ever met the Arcenaux.” 

“I realize that. But this article mentioned a grandson — Jonathan 
Fant —and two great-grandsons —Jonathan’s and Sally’s little boys 
—as her sole survivors. They’d probably also be her sole heirs. Jona- 
than didn’t come down to his grandfather’s funeral, but it wouldn’t 
surprise me to learn that he’d come to this one.” 

“You mean you think he may be in St. Martinville now?” 

“That’s just what I do mean, Mary. I don’t believe Sally and the 
children came with him. I think Sally would have let us know if 
they’d done that. But it wouldn’t surprise me, either, if they joined 
Jonathan there later.” 

“You think they’d leave our farm and go to live in St. Martin- 
ville?” 

“I said it wouldn’t surprise me. I don’t see why it should sur- 
prise you. You must have guessed that Jonathan was getting tired 
of it.” 

She wondered if he were going to add, “You must have guessed 
that he was getting tired of Sally,” and was thankful that he did not. 
Nevertheless, the unspoken words lay heavily between them. 

“Jonathan said, when he came to Monroe, that he was through 
with the decadent South,” she said, knowing, as she did so, that the 
remark was inadequate. 
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“Yes, But that was before he’d spent eight long winters in Illinois, 
Also before he’d inherited a charming old house in St. Martinville 
which he could run to suit himself — always provided he had any 
money to run it on. I have reason to believe he’s never touched the 
capital of that small legacy from those Carolina relatives of his. And 
it wouldn’t cost him much to live very comfortably in St. Martinville. 
.. . Listen! I think that must be Claude and Lavinia now!” 

Unquestioningly, there was a sound of approaching hooves, 
mingled with that of distant voices. Presently, both sounds died 
away. Jim Garland and his daughter sat looking at each other in 
silence, waiting for the next sound. It did not come for some minutes. 
Then the door opened and Lavinia appeared in its embrasure — 
alone, She was more or less dishevelled and obviously very tired; but 
both her dishevelment and her weariness were overshadowed by her 
anger, 

“I hope the next time I feel like getting off by myself you won't 
think it’s necessary to send Claude Villac after me,” she said. “Any- 
way, I think I’ve made it clear to him that, if you try to, and he 
comes, I’ll never speak to him again. To make the situation simpler, 
I’ve decided to accept an invitation to make a long visit in St. Martin- 
ville. If you don’t mind, I’m going straight to bed. I don’t want any 


supper. I’m not hungry and I’m not thirsty, either. I’ve been chew- 
ing on thistle cores.” 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


HE next morning Lavinia appeared at the breakfast table, 
acting as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened; and 
when she had helped with the housework, she disappeared out- 
doors, as usual. Mary, who had not succeeded in giving much 
thought to anyone else, despite the various news items Jim Garland 
had brought her, went to the front door several times and looked 
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around; but it was not until nearly noon that she saw Lavinia again, 
and when she did, the girl was walking beside Jonathan Fant. 

The first thought that shot through Mary’s mind centred on the 
fact that eight years had made practically no outward change in Jona- 
than, whereas probably she herself . . . He walked with the same 
unhurried grace, he had the same nonchalant, confident manner, he 
wore the same kind of clothes, with the same accustomed ease. When 
he was close enough for her to see his face, she was aware that its clear 
colour was unchanged, and that there were no wrinkles in it, except 
those that came around his eyes, as well as around his lips, when he 
smiled. He was smiling now, 

“Hello, Mary,” he said, as if they had parted only a few hours 
before, “I happened to meet Lavinia outside, and she said she was 
sure you’d want me to stay to dinner. I hope she wasn’t mistaken.” 

“Of course she wasn’t mistaken,” Mary answered, hoping that her 
voice and manner were as casual as his. She was conscious of her 
home-made calico dress, not as fresh as it should have been after her 
morning’s labours; of her hands, inevitably roughened by gardening 
and housework; and of her hair, which was always neatly done, but 
which she did not take time to arrange in the elaborate fashion of 
the day. 

“I didn’t want to be almost next door without dropping in on 
you,” Jonathan said. 

St. Martinville and Crowley were hardly next door, Mary thought. 
They were forty miles apart by the most direct route, and a good 
sixty miles by the only possible train connection. 

“You must be tired. Wouldn’t you like to come into the house?” 
Lavinia inquired. Of course, Mary should have been the one to say 
that and she blamed herself for having been so dilatory. “Father 
won’t be coming in unless we send for him,” Lavinia went on. “He 
always stays in the fields for dinner, during the busy seasons. Mother 
and I did, too, when we first came to Louisiana, but we don’t any 
more.” 

“Well, I’m glad of that. I’m sure you’d much rather eat, sitting in a 
comfortable chair, at a well-set table, than grab and gulp at something 
out in a field,” Jonathan said. As always, he spoke pleasantly. But 
Mary caught the inference that Brent was the type of man who would 
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be satisfied with grabbing and gulping. “Don’t let me interfere with 
Brent’s industrious habits,” he went on. “I can see him later.” 

“We can ask Grandfather to come over,” Lavinia suggested. “He 
doesn’t eat with us more than two or three times a week, unless we 
ask him to, specially. But of course he’ll want to see you.” 

“And TIl want to see him. There’ll be plenty of time. Probably 
he’s started his dinner already. I know he likes to eat early. . . . Is 
there some place I could wash?” 

Lavinia led him through the house and upstairs to the spare room, 
to which Mary sent Vicey with a can of hot water. There was no 
obvious lingering along the way; but Mary felt sure Jonathan had 
taken in all the details of the household arrangements, and that he 
felt these were not much more tasteful than those in the cottage in 
Monroe where they had originally met. 

When they were seated at dinner, Mary said, “I’m sorry to hear 
you’ve lost your grandmother as well as your grandfather. It breaks 
your last link with your old home, doesn’t it? That’s always a 
wrench,” 

“I hadn’t looked at it that way. The Arcenaux house is mine 
now. I thought I might find some use for it.” 

So Jim Garland had been right! Mary drew a deep breath and 
waited for Jonathan to go on. 

“Of course, it’s been neglected, but it was beautifully built in the 
first place, as all those old houses were, and it’s got beautiful things 
in it.” He glanced around him at the room in which they were eating 
~ a room in a house which had not been beautifully built in the first 
place, by long and toilsome slave labour under skilled direction, but 
hastily knocked together by a village carpenter; and which had 
nothing beautiful in it, either, except the sheaves of rice which hung 
over every one of the chromos and ‘enlargements’ which were still 
the only pictures on the walls. Mary suddenly saw it as Jonathan was 
seeing it—cluttered, overcrowded, tasteless—and she was angry be- 
cause he had made her see it that way. “I could sell enough of the 
furniture and ornaments in my grandparents’ house to put it in good 
order,” Jonathan went on. “They managed to salvage a considerable 
amount when they lost the plantation — I shouldn’t wonder if they 
hid some from their creditors, Anyway, there’s enough silver and 
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crystal and porcelain for two or three families, to say nothing of the 
customary chandeliers and girandoles and garnitures de cheminée 
and what have you. Then, besides the French pieces, there’s furniture 
by both Seignouret and Mallard. I could get a good price in New 
Orleans for as much as I wanted to sell—or, of course, I’d be de- 
lighted to give you as many of them as you thought you could use.” 

“It’s very kind of you. But we really don’t need anything. Brent’s 
doing well now — better and better every year.” 

Jonathan glanced around the room again and Mary blushed. She 
might have imagined it, of course, but she thought Lavinia was 
observing both her mother and their guest with a great deal of atten- 
tion, as if the girl were aware of some undercurrent. 

“I’m glad to hear it,” Jonathan said pleasantly. “In fact, I’d heard 
it already — not only at the livery stable in Crowley, when I went to 
hire a buggy, but from the conductor on the train... . I didn’t 
think you needed help, Mary. I was only suggesting that ld like to 
give you a little present of some sort. However, as the idea doesn’t 
appeal to you, we won’t go into it any further. . . . Well, as I was 
saying, I think I could dispose of enough furniture and ornaments 
so that I could afford to repair the house and even to make it very 
attractive, Then it would be agreeable as a part-time residence.” 

Again her father’s words came back to Mary with renewed force: 
when Jonathan said he was through with the degenerate South, that 
was before he had spent eight long winters in Illinois. Again she 
waited a minute before she tried to speak. “You mean for your own 
family or for someone else?” she asked eventually. 

“For me. Of course, I must go back to Illinois now. The crops are 
all planted, and I can’t leave them to rot in the fields. But in the 
autumn, I might take a vacation from farming. I don’t know how 
Sally’d feel about coming along and bringing the children.” 

“I should think she’d be delighted to come. Besides, how could 
she manage on the farm without you, in the winter time?” 

“You managed alone, didn’t you, Mary, when Brent was so sick?” 

“For a little while. And on one place, not two. Besides, Lavinia 
was older than your children, and anyway, she went to stay with 
Brent’s parents, The comparison’s unfair, Jonathan.” 

“I didn’t mean it to be unfair. I was only speaking of generalities.” 
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You were telling me, Mary said to herself, that you're tired of my 
sister, that you're looking for an excuse to get away from her, that 
you don’t really care what happens to her, or even what happens to 
her children — your children. And somehow you'll manage to come 
and spend next winter in St. Martinville and leave them behind. 
You'll say you have to settle the estate . . . to repair the house ... 
to sell all those beautiful things you don’t want or need, and that I 
won't accept as gifts . . . you'll make it all sound perfectly plausible, 
I don’t know how, yet, but I know you will... 

“Could we have a look at your flower garden?” Jonathan Fant 
was saying. ‘You'll at least let me give you some of my grand- 
mother’s camellias, won’t you, Mary? I think I told you she had 
some of the very first camellia plants that were brought to Louisiana 
by the Jesuits—I mean, of course, that one of her ancestresses had 
them. And each generation has added to them until there’s quite a 
display. You must come to St. Martinville and see them — those and 
the other sights.” 

“I’m going to St. Martinville to make a visit,” Lavinia announced. 
“Right away. A girl at Grand Coteau named Clotilde Dufour has 
invited me, and I wrote her this morning, accepting. Perhaps you 
know the Dufour family?” 

“Of course I do! Their house is right across the street from mine! 
What a pleasant coincidence! And how fortunate for me that TH 
have company on my trip back!” 

“Tm afraid it'll take me several days to get Lavinia ready,” Mary 
said hastily. “She didn’t tell me about this visit to St. Martinville 
until last night, and she’s only been back from school a few days. 
Her clothes will have to be put in order and——” 

“Why, Mother, it won’t take us any time at all to do that! If we 
hurry, we can get it all done this afternoon. And I’m sure Uncle 
Jonathan meant to stay at least overnight. If he didn’t, he couldn’t 
see Father or Grandfather or anything on the place. You did mean 
to stay, didn’t you, Uncle Jonathan?” 

He looked from Lavinia, who met his glance brightly, towards 
Mary, who was also gazing at him steadily, but with a very different 
expression. “Why, yes,” he said, “I did mean to stay overnight — at 
least — if I were invited, and I hoped I would be. Am I, Mary?” 
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“Lavinia’s already invited you,” she said, with no feeling of regret 
for her lack of graciousness, “But I’m afraid there won’t be time for 
me to go out to the garden with you just now. Since Lavinia wants 
to be ready to leave for St. Martinville tomorrow, I'll be terribly busy 
all the afternoon.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


HERE did not seem to be any reasonable objection she could 

offer, It was much more suitable for Lavinia to go to St. Martin- 

ville with her uncle, even if only her uncle by marriage, than 
to make the trip alone. Yet Mary felt a distaste — almost amounting 
to a distrust — of the arrangements that had been made. Obviously, 
Brent did not share this distaste; on the contrary, he told Mary 
privately that he thought it was a very good thing for Lavinia to get 
away from the farm just now. She would find distraction in St. 
Martinville — reputedly the gayest among the small cities in South- 
West Louisiana—which would take her mind off Fleex and his 
mysterious disappearance, and also off Claude and his persistent suit. 
Perhaps the young fellow they had been visualising as just the right 
one for Lavinia might be found in St. Martinville instead of 
Lafayette. 

Lavinia made her preparations for departure with zest, and when 
Joshua brought Jonathan’s buggy up to the walk the next morning, 
her wardrobe was in perfect order for her visit, as she had said it 
would be. At the same moment that the Winslows came through the 
garden with their guest, Jim Garland emerged from his house, 
waving a small bag and calling out to them. 

“Just a minute! Hold on there! I’ve decided I'd like to go along, 
There’s room for me, isn’t there?” 

Nothing had been previously said about such a plan and he con- 
fessed, when he caught up with the others, that he had only taken 
the notion during the night. “I’ve never been to St. Martinville,” he 
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said, “‘but it’s occurred to me more than once that I’d enjoy it. Now, 
of course, I’ve got an added reason for wanting to see what sort of a 
place it is, if Lavinia’s going to spend a lot of time visiting there, and 
Sally and Jonathan and the children are going to be living there part 
of each year... . Why not let me drive, Jonathan? I know every 
inch of these roads by now, and I can spare you some of the worst 
bumps. . . . You sit between your uncle and me, Lavinia. Are we 
all set now? Well then, let’s be off!” 

Mary watched them out of sight with mingled feelings of relief 
and regret. Somehow she felt that Lavinia’s visit was likely to be a 
long one. But as Brent said, the change of scene would probably 
prove a distraction, and now that her father was going along, she felt 
no lurking disquietude about the trip. She did, however, feel 
genuinely sorry for Claude, to whom Lavinia had not even sent a 
farewell message. Obviously, this was the day when she, Mary, 
should make her long delayed visit to the Villacs and the Primeaux; 
Brent agreed with her; it was a long while since she had been there, 
and he would understand, he said, if she were not home for 
supper... . 

She did not get home for supper and it was obvious, on her return, 
that she felt the better for her little outing. Claude had been very 
reasonable, she told Brent. Of course the boy was sorry not to have 
seen Lavinia again before she left, but he thought she was quite right 
to make the trip. Anne had not looked as badly as Mary feared she 
might; but she was fretting lest she would not be able to get to 
Lacombe for Toussaint; she had never missed a year since she and 
Ursin had moved away, and though of course they had plenty of 
relations to look after the family lots, that was not the same as doing 
it themselves. Mary had asked when Toussaint came; and when told, 
November 1st, she had laughed and said of course Anne would be 
well enough to go by that time. 

Mary was partly right: Anne did manage to get to Lacombe for 
Toussaint, though it was more of an effort for her than anyone, 
except Dr. Mouton, guessed. Meanwhile, Jonathan had returned to 
Illinois to see the crops in and was back in St. Martinville — alone. 
Sally and the children would come later, he told Jim Garland and 
the Winslows, rather vaguely. There was a surprising amount of re- 

192 


pair work to be done in the Arcenaux house, so they would not be 
comfortable there for the time being; and he had been lucky in 
finding a reliable couple to stay with them at the farm while he was 
gone. He did not come over to see his relatives-in-law very often, but 
he kept in touch with them through Lavinia, who was spending a 
good deal of time in St, Martinville, though there was no potential 
suitor, as far as her parents could find out, on the horizon. She did 
not seem discontended when she was at home, and eventually she 
went out with Claude on the same basis that she did with other 
young men who lived in and near Crowley. But one day she an- 
nounced that she would like very much to go to New Orleans and 
continue her education. 

This announcement was almost as much of a shock to Mary as it 
was to Brent. “But, Lavinia, you’ve graduated already,” she said in 
a bewildered way. 

“At Grand Coteau. I’d like to do more advanced work than I 
could there.” 

“In what, darling?” 

“Well, especially in music. I’ve been to the opera two or three 
times, when it’s come to St. Martinville. I’d like to go regularly, all 
through the season. And study with a really good teacher. I don’t 
mean just the piano. I mean some other instrument, too, and sing- 
ing. Pd like to be with French people, to speak French all the 
time.” 

“But, Lavinia, where would you ive? We haven’t any family in 
New Orleans, any friends even,” 

“That new college for girls, Sophie Newcomb, makes special 
arrangements for students to board with private families that have 
been approved, I read all about it in a college catalogue that I saw 
in the Perets’ house at Lafayette. It says ‘parents and guardians are 
advised to consult with the secretary in regard to the suitable placing 
of their daughters or wards.’ ” 

“But, Lavinia, you’re not a student at Sophie Newcomb.” 

“I could be . . . I wouldn’t even have to be a regular student. 
I could just take one or more special courses. Sophie Newcomb has 
them in all sorts of things — Languages, Chemistry, Art, Psychology 

—and they start in the second and third quarters. I’m too late for 
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the second, but I could get in on the third —it doesn’t begin until 
February. ‘Although students are strongly urged to take one of the 
regular courses, it may nevertheless occur that, for various reasons, 
some will decide to pursue a partial course or confine their work to a 
single branch. For such special students provision will be made.’ 
That’s exactly what the catalogue says.” 

“You seem to have learned it by heart.” 

“I have, practically. . . . Of course, chaperones are provided for 
the opera and things like that. Besides, it isn’t as if I wanted to run 
around with boys. It isn’t as if Father couldn’t afford it, either.” 

Mary was silent, Of course Brent could well afford to send Lavinia 
to New Orleans; he was doing better and better every year, and 
though he was constantly adding to his land, his stock and his build- 
ings, he was also thriftily saving and making investments besides 
those represented by his farm. He had continued to advise Mary 
against selling the two lots in the ‘residential section’ which he had 
bought in her name, though these could have been sold many times 
over and for many times what had originally been paid for them. 
Someday, he stoutly maintained, Lavinia would want a house in 
town, with ample grounds about it. But to Mary it looked less and 
less as if Lavinia would ever want a house in Crowley. Her startling 
idea about going to New Orleans seemed to her mother like an 
additional — and unfortunate — indication of this. 

“TI speak to your father, of course. But I’m almost sure he won’t 
approve. And I don’t, either, darling. It seems to us——” 

“It seems to you now that I’d be happier if I got married. Evi- 
dently parents are always sure that the opposite of what their children 
want to do it best for them. When I felt like going to dances, you 
and Father didn’t want me to. Now that I don’t care whether I do 
or not, you’d like to have me, provided it was with the kind of man 
you'd choose for me — not the kind I’d choose for myself.” 

She spoke with such bitterness that Mary was increasingly dis- 
turbed. Dealing with a grown daughter, she decided, was infinitely 
harder than dealing with a husband or a father. When Brent stub- 
bornly refused to so much, as discuss the project Lavinia had broached, 
and even Jim Garland, for once, had no solution to offer, Mary tried 
to believe the question was closed, only to find herself thwarted. 
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Support for Lavinia came from almost the last quarter where her 
distracted mother would have expected to find it. 

She had begun to make a point of going to see Anne at least once 
a week, and more often than not, Anne was in bed. The dreadful 
word ‘cancer’ was never spoken between them, but its import now 
loomed ominously in their lives. Nonetheless, Anne joked about 
being lazy, and she discussed Lavinia’s attitude as light-heartedly as 
she did everything else. 

“Like I tol’ you when I first come on the prairie, me,” she in- 
formed Mary, “you got to get you your baby every year, sho’. Then 
you don’ be so scared ’bout it, no. You ain’t never got used to it, 
account of havin’ no mo’ except jus’ one. So now you worryin’, you, 
worry-worry-worry, bout that one account she the onlies’ one you 
got.” 

“Wouldn't you worry if one of your girls wanted to go streaking 
off to a big city?” 

“Not me, no. All I got to do is tell my relations, them. They would 
take care of her good, yes.” 

“But I haven’t got any relations in New Orleans.” 

“That’s too bad, yes. Me an’ Ursin, we got plenty-plenty relations, 
us, the same relations as Phares, him, But I got to tell you, me, we 
got plenty-plenty other relations, too. Adeline’s relations.” 

“Adeline’s?” 

‘Sho’, you don’ know ’about Adeline? She Phares’s defint wife, 
her.” 

“Td forgotten her name was Adeline. She died before I came here, 
you know.” 

“Yes, sho’,” Anne said again. “That was why we come, me an’ 
Ursin an’ the children. But you heard *bout Adeline, didn’t you? 
What I mean is, you heard Adeline was a real lady, her, didn’t you?” 

Now that she was reminded, Mary recalled that Lavinia had said 
once, Fleex’s mother was a ‘real lady’, that she had been in the same 
class at Grand Coteau as Miss Millie and that she had broken loose 
from her background because she was so deeply in love with Phares. 
It was Adeline who had given her little girls their lessons when there 
was no school to which they could go; it was she, unquestionably, 
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not possess, Even Fleex, who had turned out so badly, did not lack 
charm. In fact, he had far too much of it, as well as great talents, 
however uncultivated and misdirected. 

“Yes,” she said at last, “I heard about Adeline.” 

“Well, she had plenty-plenty relations in New Orleans, too, her. 
All you got to do is write to them, tell them you an’ Mr. Winslow is 
our friends, they fix everything up for Lavinia.” 

Again Mary hesitated. “Are they close relations?” she inquired, 
after a pause, 

“Close enough. Why you ask?” 

“T couldn’t help thinking that if they were really close they might 
— well, they might have heard from Fleex.” 

It was the first time she had spoken his name to Anne since his 
disappearance. Anne sat up in bed, adjusting her pillows so they 
would support her better. There was a grey tinge now to her swarthy 
skin, which made it look coarser than ever, and grey threads in her 
black hair, which she made less effort than ever to keep tidy, now 
that she was so far from well. But her essential goodness and wisdom 
and courage still illumined the countenance which, without them, 
would have seemed so commonplace. 

“I got to tell you frankly, me, I don’ know whether they ever 
heard from Fleex, them, or not,” she said. “I got to say, they ain’t 
all that close, so they’d be likely to hear, Fleex’s po’ maman was an 
only child, without no brothers or sisters, her, jus’ like you’ Lavinia. 
But what I really got to say, me, is how glad I am, yes, you at last 
open you’ mouth to me ’bout Fleex. Fo’ I don’ know how long, I 
been hopin’, me, you would say something, account it’s such a pity 
Fleex went away, him.” 

“Yes, it is. Especially the way he did.” 

“That ain’t what I been studyin’ on, me, no. What I been thinkin’ 
bout is Lavinia; thinkin’ an’ thinkin’, an’ feelin’ so sorry, yes, she 
never married with Fleex, her, an’ be happy like Adeline done when 
she marry with Phares, her.” 

“But, Anne——” 

“Me, I already know real good every word you fixin’ to say, yes, 
so you don’ got to say nothin’ ’bout it, account it is better a young 
girl gets married with the man she got in her heart, her, even if she 


196 


too young-young yet, an’ even if he ain’t good enough fo’ marry 
with her. Even then, I tell you frankly, it’s better they get married 
with each other, them, than that she should die.” 

“Why, Anne, Lavinia didn’t die!” 

Anne gave Mary a long look. “Maybe when you say ‘dead’ you 
don’ mean the same thing, no, what I mean when I say ‘dead,’ me,” 
she retorted. “But you got to admit, you, yes, that on the night when 
Lavinia was waitin’ fo’ Fleex to come, an’ it wasn’t Fleex who come, 
but only Claude, him, it like to killed her, yes. Almost, anyway. But 
that ain’t what I got in my min’, me, when I say something killed 
her. What I got in my min’ was the letter she fin’ in that li'l hidin’ 
place they got when she go there, her, fo’ to look fo’ him. What 
killed Lavinia, I guarantee you, me, was when the letter say Fleex 
ain’t comin’ back no mo’, not never, him.” 

“Anne, what makes you think that’s what has happened?” 

“I don’ think, no, me, I say what I know! What I know is how, 
when Claude found Lavinia, him, she was still a-readin’ that letter 
Fleex wrote her, in French. They mostly talked French together, 
them, anyways, You mean you ain’t even knowin’ that, hein? Fleex 
talked real good French, not no gay-gay French like us, no, but real 
French what he learned from his maman biffo’ she die, her. Fleex 
wrote how she got to forget all "bout him, yes, an’ how he’s goin’ 
take an’ go way on some ship, him, without he even tells her good- 
bye, account if he tries to tell her he won’t be able to leave, no, not 
never. Then he say he love her plenty-plenty, but he was jus’ a 
no-’count, ig’rant swamps’ Cajun, him, an’ she was a fine lady, edu- 
cate in Gran’ Coteau an’ all. He say they can’t run off, them, an’ 
get married with each other like Phares an’ Adeline done, account 
no priest wouldn’t marry them, not never, lessen he talked first with 
you an’ you’ husban’, him, an’ you both would be boun’ an’ fixed in 
you’ mind to say no.” 

“A priest married Marcelite and Alcée without any delay at all,” 
Mary interrupted. 

“Sho’, he did, but they both Catholics, them, an’ Phares fin’ly give 
in, an’ said yes, him. You know why he had to do so, hein? Sho’ you 
do. You boun’ to.” 

Mary coloured. “I suppose so,” she said reluctantly. This was 
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something else that had not been discussed and she did not want to 
discuss it now. Whatever the Villacs and the Primeaux and the 
Bazinets might have admitted privately, among themselves, they had 
continued to maintain elsewhere that Marcelite’s first baby had been 
premature and Mary and Brent had stoutly supported this declara- 
tion. 

“Well, don’ you feel glad, you, I mean real-real glad, Lavinia don’ 
marry like Marcelite, so soon like the priest can get here, him?” 

Mary recoiled. “Of course, nothing like that would have happened 
to Lavinia,” she said swiftly. 

“That’s jus’ the same what Phares thought, him,” Anne retorted 
drily. “He say no things like that couldn’t never happen, not in his 
family, no. But I tell you frankly, me, things like that could happen 
in every family, yes.” 

“But if Fleex and Lavinia had run away, they could have been 
married by some Protestant minister or some Justice of the Peace 
or——” Mary began, desperately seeking to change the subject. 

“An’ you know what, then? Fleex wouldn’t think he was married 
at all, not him, no. An’ besides, where could he take her? Not to that 
secret place in the swamp what they call the hide-out, no. How 
would they get stuff to eat there, them, I ask you? He would have 
been ’shamed to bring her here, to us, crowded jam-jam like we live, 
us. An’ he would have been mo’ ’shamed yet, him, to bring her on 
you’ house, Maybe he’s got the idee you shut the door in his face an’ 
won't let them come in—an’ maybe that’s jus’ what you would do, 
yes, if he brought Lavinia there to stay with him on you’ house. You 
know how you felt *bout Fleex, ’specially *bout him marryin’ with 
you’ daughter, her, Fleex know it, too. You feel kind of that way 
bout all us Cajuns, ’ceptin’ maybe Claude, him, even if us two— 
you an’ me~been friends fo’ the longest, us. But "bout Fleex you 
feel like that most of all, I guarantee you, me.” 

“Anne, you're not being fair.” 

“I don’ know ’bout no fair, me, but I know ’bout what’s truth, yes. 
Truth is what I’m sayin’, an’ I’m sayin’, me, that all what counts 
for life an’ livin’ in Lavinia is dead. Maybe you don’ say it, no, but 
I say it, me. Maybe Lavinia will get married anyway, after a while, 
her, maybe even to Claude. I hope so, me. I would want Lavinia for 
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my daughter. But gettin’ married with Claude won't count for her, 
not never, no, like gettin’ married with Fleex. You know what I 
think, me? I think if a young girl can’t have love an’ educate all 
two, she better off, her, if she got love an’ ain't educate, But it’s too 
late, I tell you frankly, to study on that now. So you jus’ as well let 
Lavinia go to New Orleans, yes. Ursin an’ Phares an’ me we fix it 
for her, us, I guarantee you, me. We got plenty-plenty relations.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


WEEK or so after this conversation took place, Phares trudged 
over to the Winslows’ farm for one of his periodic visits and 
informed his hosts, as they sat drinking coffee in the cluttered 

sitting room, that he had been called to New Orleans on business 
and that Annette had ‘worried’ him until he had agreed to take her 
along, 

““Mezalee the one belongs to be goin’, her,” he said. “Clisson an’ 
Haydee Labadie, where we goin’ stay by their house, us, is Adeline’s 
relations, so Mezalee is the onlies’ one they blood kin to, them. I tell 
you frankly, me, they been writin’ for the longes’ how they want to 
see her, I also got to say she don’ never get to go nowheres, her, an’ 
she got a right to. Only she won’t leave Anne, no, so Annette goin’ 
have this here fine trip. W’at I’m really tryin’ to say, is how me an’ 
Annette would be mighty glad, us, if you let Lavinia come along. 
W’at you say, kein?” 

“Oh, Father, please!” Lavinia exclaimed, jumping up from the 
place near the window where she had been listlessly turning the 
pages of a book. Impulsively, she put her arm around Brent’s 
shoulder and bent over to rest her cheek against his. The caress 
pleased him. His deepest devotion had always been given to his wife 
rather than his daughter, but he loved Lavinia dearly, also, though 
he was too reserved to show his fondness as easily as Jim Garland did. 

“Look out, Lavinia, you’ll upset my specimens,” he said, not 
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crossly, but cautiously. “You're not planning to be gone more than 
a day or two, I suppose?” he said cautiously to their caller. 

“Not me, no. But this yuh business that got to be settled ain’t 
goin’ be fixed up not in no two days. But I got it in my min’ to come 
home soon, in one day, mebbe two, an’ then go back to town again 
to finish up with business. So I got the idee, me, that if them young 
girls is havin’ a big-big time in N’Yawl’ns, and the Labadies invites 
them to stay, why not let them have the chance, an’ I would bring 
them back, me, nex’ time when I go down on the train.” 

“Well,” Brent said. “Well —what do you think, Mary?” 

“I think it would be a fine outing for the girls, just as Phares said,” 
Mary answered quietly. Nothing about her manner indicated what 
else she was thinking: that this business which had come up was 
too opportune to be wholly accidental; that, unless she were greatly 
mistaken, Anne had somehow contrived, from her sick bed, to see 
that Phares was suddenly summoned to New Orleans. 

“My defint wife’s papa an’ maman is both dead now, them,” he 
told the Winslows. “They never give her nothin’, not after she 
marry with me, no; they so boilin’ mad they rather their onlies’ chil’ 
should suffer, her, than they should help.” He paused, shaking his 
head as if over sad memories, “They lived with these Labadie rela- 
tions all together in one p'tite maisonette. Them’s the same relations, 
a brother an’ sister, we goin’ visit with, us. Defint Adeline’s papa an’ 
maman, biffo’ they die, them, give every las’ thing they got — their 
half the house an’ ever’thing else they own — to Clisson an’ Haydee 
Labadie, to make sure it wouldn’t be not one thing left to Adeline 
an’ her children, Anyway, Clisson an’ Haydee ain’t never marry with 
nobody, so now they gettin’ old an’ it must be they got to thinkin’, 
them, how nobody don’ know w’at’s goin’ to happen with their nice 
p tite maisonette, an’ all those prit-tee things they got in there, them. 
Who goin’ get all that when Clisson an’ Haydee comes to die? 
Strangers mebbe? Mebbe even Yankees. . . .” 

“What started them thinking?” Mary could not resist asking, sure 
that Phares would say he did not know. She was right. He shook 
his head again. 

“Mebbe they got a bad conscience, them, fin’ly, though I got to 
admit, me, I don’ understand how come they conscience hurtin’ now 
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as long as it ain’t never hurt biffo’ now. Anyway, Clisson he set 
hisself down to write, him, an’ say he wants we should talk 'bout 
the property, us. I tell you frankly, me, it wouldn’t surprise me the 
firs’ li'l bit, no, if he an’ his sister Haydee ain’t made up they min’s 
to leave it to my children, or at least to one of them. If it got to be 
one, I want it should be Mezalee. Clement, he goin’ get my share 
off the farm; me an’ Ursin got our understandings on that, us, for 
the longes’, Marcelite got not even one thing to worry her, no, at 
least not bout money. That Bazinet boy, he’s doin’ plenny better’n 
I ever expect’ he would, me. An’ Fleex——” Phares stopped and, for 
the third time, shook his head. “No use to even talk ’bout leavin’ 
nothin’ to him, no, when we got no idee, us, where he is at. Tha’s 
a bad one, him, even if he is my son. But Mezalee, her———”’ 

““Mezalee’s a saint on earth,” Lavinia said quickly. “But what 
would she do with a nice little house and all the pretty things in it? 
She won’t even go and see them.” 

“I got to admit you’ right *bout that, yes. Mezalee don’ wan’ one 
thing in this yuh worl’, her, outside of be a nun; an’ w’at use a nun 
has for maisonettes full of prit-tee things, hein? But mebbe it should 
go to all four, anyway, an’ so far like that goes, how I know w’at 
Clisson an’ Haydee got in they min’s, them? Mebbe they got plans 
tha’s different like mud is different from money. But I got to admit, 
me, they good Cath’lic people w’at wants to do the right things, yes, 
an’ they boun’ to have something besides the maisonette, too. They 
both been teachin’ music fo’ the longes’, them. . . . You got some 
trouble with you’ lungs mebbe, Mary? I don’ like to hear nobody 
coughin’ like that, me. You got a right to take care of it real good, 
yes.” 

“A cake crumb went down the wrong way, that’s all,” Mary said, 
recovering her speech. “When are you starting, Phares?” 

“In the letter he talks like he wants me to come soon-soon,” he 
said thoughtfully. “Mebbe nex’ week, yes.” 

“Next week! Why, Mr. Primeaux, don’t you think you ought to 
start tomorrow? If that letter’s so terribly urgent——” 

“Lavinia, Mr. Primeaux knows when he ought to start. He has 
the farm to think of, too.” 

“There isn’t much work on a farm in January. And I’m sure — I’m 
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absolutely positive — that those Labadies are thinking of willing their 
property to someone in the Primeaux family. I don’t believe there’s 
a Moment to lose.” 
Simultaneously, Brent and Mary reproved Lavinia, But Phares did 
nothing of the sort. He eyed her with increasing attention and 
respect. 
“Lavinia go* it right, her,” he said. “Not tomorrow, no. I wouldn’t 


have no charce, me, to get ready by no tomorrow. But the day 
after... .” 


Throughout the six-hour train trip from Crowley to New Orleans, 
Lavinia chatted so merrily that both Phares and Annette assured her 
that it had not seemed like any time at all; and she was still chatting 
merrily when their hack drew up in front of the Labadies’ little 
house on the Rue de Quartiers. 

It was unlike any place she had even seen before and, from the 
moment she entered the side door, which led directly from the alley- 
way into the drawing room, she was charmed with her surroundings 
and excited by them. The little house — the Labadies called it their 
maisonette — was two rooms wide and two rooms deep; and Clisson 
Labadie explained to Lavinia, in his gentle, quavering voice, that it 
was made up of twin houses that had been thrown together, so that, 
originally, each had been only one room wide and one room deep, 
except, of course, for its cabinet over the wine cellar, and the loggia 
at the rear, and the kitchen and slave quarters on the further side of 
the patio. The cabinet, Lavinia discovered, was actually an extra bed- 
room, a tiny one, reached from the big one by a short flight of stairs, 
but inaccessible in any other way. The one thus connected with Mile 
Labadie’s room was where she and Annette were to sleep, while M. 
Primeaux would occupy the one over M. Labadie’s. 

For one person, a cabinet was not really crowded, but two could 
hardly squeeze into the small space it provided, which, Annette and 
Lavinia both declared, made it all the more amusing and attractive; 
and the furnishings of their nook, like those in all the rest of the 
house, were the most exquisite either had ever seen. They had barely 
had time to wash their hands and faces at the beautiful porcelain 
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bowl on the washstand, when they were summoned to dinner by a 
Negress so immense that she had difficulty in wedging her way up 
the narrow stairs, and who informed them, with a broad grin, that 
her name was Mignon. Then they went down to the loggia, which 
had been enclosed to serve as a dining room and, sitting side by side 
at a gate-leg table, feasted on the most delicious food they had ever 
eaten: turtle soup — grillades — callalou — baked cushaw and French 
cream cake, 

Mignon kept waddling in, puffing and panting, from the kitchen 
on the further side of the little patio, and every dish that she set 
down in front of M. Clisson or Mlle Haydee to be served was still 
piping hot and each seemed more delicious than the one that had 
preceded it. There was a great deal of silver on the table, beautiful 
heavy pieces, and a great deal more, still heavier and more beautiful, 
on the sideboard. The porcelain was all of the fragile, flowered 
variety, edged with gold leaf, and the damask napkins, richly en- 
crusted with monograms which matched those on the tablecloth, 
were enormous. The girls had both visited in well-ordered houses, 
larger and more pretentious than this one; but they had never seen 
such elegance, combined with such accustomed ease, as at this per- 
fectly appointed table. They were both a little overawed by it at first; 
but Phares was totally unembarrassed, and M. Clisson and Mlle 
Haydee were both so friendly that the malaise was of short duration. 
The brother and sister resembled each other closely; both had soft 
white hair, soft white hands and soft brown eyes; both spoke English 
correctly, but slowly, and with a pronounced accent, and seemed 
delighted when Lavinia said, rather shyly, that she understood 
French and that, if they would rather talk in that language . . 
Then they hastened to compliment her on her command of it and, 
above all, on her excellent pronunciation. Both were dressed in deep 
black, as if in first mourning for some near and dear relative; but 
no reference was made to any recent loss and, eventually, it transpired 
that their latest bereavement had occurred more than a year pre- 
viously, when an aunt by marriage had died of old age. Mlle Hay- 
dee’s sombre attire was relieved, to a certain degree, by the fine 
diamonds in her pierced ears, which were rather long, at her 
wrinkled throat, which was likewise rather long, and on her slim 
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hngers, which were long, too; all were slightly out of proportion to 
her well-set head and her slight, firmly corseted figure; but some- 
how they seemed to add to her air of distinction. Her brother’s im- 
maculate white linen, so stiffly starched that it looked as if it had 
been glazed, lightened his-mourning in the same way that his sister’s 
diamonds did hers; and there was no mournfulness about either their 
manner or their conversation. On the contrary, nothing could have 
been more genial in its assurance of welcome and its insistence on a 
leisurely visit. Phares must not think of hurrying back to the farm, 
now that he had, at last, come to New Orleans; there were matters 
of great importance which they wished to discuss with him, but not, 
of course, this first evening. These charming young girls must see 
something of the city — the waterfront, certainly, where they would 
view the big sailing ships and ocean steamers; the Spanish Fort, 
where there was a Ferris wheel comparable to the one in Chicago; 
and a restaurant built right out over the water. And then, of course, 
there was the opera. The Labadies still retained the small Joge grillee 
which their dear parents had had before them. Were the young 
ladies interested in music? Lavinia very greatly so? Why, that was 
splendid, she must certainly take advantage of the cultural oppor- 
tunities afforded by this visit! And even if Annette did not care so 
much for music, she—and Lavinia, too, for that matter — would 
enjoy the Carnival Balls. It was too bad they had missed the Twelfth 
Night Revels, and by so narrow a margin, too! But fortunately there 
were other Balls still ahead — Momus and Proteus, of course, and, 
on Mardi Gras, Rex... 

“You forget, Mlle Haydee, these young girls ain’t going to stay 
but a few days, them. You're talking like they was going to impose 
on you all winter.” 

“Impose? Impose did you say, Phares? Never! It would be our 
pleasure and our privilege to have them remain as long as we can 
keep them contented. Bien entendu, you will feel you should return 
to your farm when les affaires have had your attention, But these 
sweet children — what affaires can there be which will take them 
back to the prairie?” 

None, of course, Lavinia said to herself, She was still doing so 
when Mile Haydee led the way into the drawing room for coffee; 
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and she continued to repeat it, mentally, during the musical inter- 
lude which followed, with Mlle Haydee at the piano and M. Clisson 
at the violin. Even when she ‘obliged’ by performing herself — to be 
complimented on her playing as warmly as she had previously been 
complimented on her French —her mind was not on her music. It 
was on Fleex, as it generally was. Miraculously, she had managed to 
get to New Orleans, and she had not told any lies, either, when she 
said she wished to continue her education. The desire was sincere, 
and if it did not have the same intensity as another desire, well, that 
was her own secret and she had a right to keep it. Now she would 
manage to stay where she was until she had found the man she 
sought. Sooner or later, the ship which had borne him away would 
bring him back. She would study hard, she would practice faith- 
fully, she would scrupulously observe the proprieties. But all the 
time she would be waiting for Fleex. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


CLISSON maintained what he called his bureau in the 
tiny room on the ground floor of one of the twin slave 
O quarters and, all the next morning, he and Phares were 
closeted there, presumably discussing les affaires. Meanwhile, Mlle 
Haydee was occupied with the pupils who arrived, in orderly se- 
quence, exactly an hour apart, and the two girls were thrown on 
their own resources. It was mild enough for them to sit in the patio, 
and Mignon kept emerging from her kitchen in the quarters opposite 
to answer questions and supplement her replies with unsolicited in- 
formation. 
“How do you use the space above the bureau and the kitchen?” 
Lavinia wanted to know. “There must be rooms up there, too.” 
Mignon put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes. “Ain’t 
nothin’ but greniers,” she told them. “Unfinished attics. Slaves used to 
sleep there, of course, and most anything was good enough for them.” 
205 


“Does anyone sleep there now?” Lavinia inquired. 

Mignon grinned. “I ain’t sayin’ I don’t catch me a little day-time 
nap once in a while,” she admitted. “I got me a shake-down in the 
grenier over my kitchen. But nights, I likes to go home to my man 
and my chillun. I got six head.” 

“And what about the grenier over the bureau?” Lavinia persisted. 
“I don’t see why that couldn’t have been fixed up and used for a 
garconmere, like on the big plantations.” 

Mignon’s grin broadened. “I don’t know nothin’ "bout big planta- 
tions,” she asserted. “I’s a New Orleans’ nigger, me. And it ain’t 
never been fixed up, same like the house is fixed up. But it do have 
a real bed in it and a chair and a commode. Seems to me I remember 
some young man slept there once in a while —a long time ago.” 

“What young man?” Annette asked, interested in her turn. 

“I disremembers his name,” Mignon said vaguely. Then, with 
more sprightliness, she added, “Lands sake, doesn’t I smell some- 
thin’ burnin’? I got to be gettin’ back to my kitchen,” and she 
waddled off with a speed surprising in one of her size. 

Eventually Phares and M. Clisson emerged from the bureau, both 
looking very important, and Phares offered to take the girls to 
Audubon Park. He was going back to Crowley the next day, Phares 
said; but he would be returning in about a week, to settle les affaires. 
Meanwhile, the girls could take advantage of the Labadies’ invitation 
to extend their visit. No doubt they would enjoy the opera, and it 
appeared that a few nights after the performance of Romeo and 
Juliet, that newly organized Krewe, the Elves of Oberon, would be 
giving their first ball, to which M. Clisson might be able to secure 
invitations. Probably the young girls would enjoy that, too. . . . 

“Td enjoy it more if I had something fit to wear,” Annette told 
him. “Lavinia and I would rather go shopping on Canal Street than 
see Audubon Park, Wouldn’t we, Lavinia?” 

“Well, I’m willing to do either,” Lavinia said agreeably. What she 
really wanted was to see the secretary at Sophie Newcomb about 
special courses; but, very wisely, she had decided to wait until after the 
departure of Phares before broaching this subject. “We do need new 
dresses, though, Mr. Primeaux — I mean, materials for new dresses. 
I can run them up in no time, if there’s a machine in the house.” 
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‘You’ papas they done give you d’argent fo’ to buy silks and satins 
by the hay-wagon load, them, mebbe, no?” 

“They gave us some,” the girls replied in unison. “They 
knew——”’ 

“W’at you tryin’ not to say is like so: Mary, she done tol’ Brent, 
an’ Anne, she done tol’ Ursin, I guarantee you, me,” Phares said, 
still sarcastically. “So you an’ also Annette can go spend all the 
d'argent yow papas had to work hard-hard fo’, them. Also you got a 
right, yes, to get to Canal Street by you’ own selfs. Me, I ain’t goin’ 
with you, no, I guarantee you.” 

Phares departed the next morning before the girls put in an appear- 
ance, and the report which he took back to the prairie was not par- 
ticularly satisfactory to either family there. Yes, he admitted, he and 
M, Clisson had talked about les affaires; but he now insisted that he 
would rather wait until matters were more nearly settled before he 
said anything about the first conference in the bureau. The young 
girls were spending money like drunken sailors, though, since they 
were not his daughters, he supposed he should not comment on that. 

Lavinia wrote to her parents, a few days later, that Annette would 
be quite ready to go home after a week or ten days. Lavinia herself 
hoped very much that her parents would let her stay on with the 
Labadies, who were cordially urging her to do so. Mile Haydee 
would give her music lessons and French lessons, too, right there in 
the house; and she could take special courses in literature and art at 
Sophie Newcomb. M. Clisson would see her on and off the street- 
car himself. The Labadies would take her to the opera once a week 
or oftener. Mlle Haydee was writing by the next mail and she would 
invite the elder Winslows to come and spend a day or two at the 
maisonette as soon as Mr. Primeaux had made his second visit and 
Annette had gone home. After that, there would be room for other 
guests. So Lavinia hoped her father and mother would let her stay 
on at least that much longer. Nothing needed to be definitely de- 
cided until then, except it was true they would like to know, as soon 
as possible, at Sophie Newcomb, whether she was going to take 
those special courses. . . . 

Mary read the letter first and then handed it to Brent. He went 
through it twice, slowly, before he looked up and gave it back to her. 
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“You think we ought to let her stay, don’t you, Mary?” 

“Yes, I do. That is, I think we ought to accept this invitation, if 
everything looks all right to us . . .” 

“Very well. If that’s the way you feel about it, I’m willing to give 
my provisional consent.” i 


Everything not only looked ‘all right’, but almost ideal. Nothing 
that Lavinia had written about the Labadies, the maisonette, and the 
advantages which both offered to their daughter seemed in the 
least exaggerated to either Brent or Mary. It was agreed that Lavinia 
should go home briefly in April, between the third and fourth 
quarters of the college year, but that she should make her head- 
quarters with the Labadies until after Commencement in June. 
Brent put in a good word for Claude: this was the slack season at 
the rice mill; the boy might be able to get down to New Orleans 
once in a while. Would M. Clisson and Mlle Haydee be willing to 
have him come to see Lavinia occasionally? There was no engage- 
ment, but Claude was a declared suitor and, as far as Lavinia’s 
parents were concerned, an acceptable one. In fact, they rather hoped 
that, in time, he might succeed in diverting her thoughts from one 
who had been less acceptable and whom, they were afraid, she had 
never wholly dismissed from her mind. Of course, both Labadies 
hastened to assure the Winslows; Claude would be welcome at any 
time; he could sleep in the loft over M. Clisson’s bureau. In fact, it 
had been occupied every now and then by his cousin Fleex. That, 
bien entendu, was before Fleex had behaved so badly and run off to 
sea; it was in the days when he had come in from the prairie for an 
occasional brief visit in New Orleans. He had always appeared 
unannounced and uninvited, but the Labadies had made him wel- 
come for the sake of his dead mother and his dead grandparents, 
God rest their souls! Even then, his character and his conduct had 
left much to be desired, however. Now that he had brought real dis- 
grace on the family, naturally he could no longer be received at the 
maisonette. The Winslows would understand. . . . 

They did understand and they understood also that the Labadies 
had divined the identity of Lavinia’s unacceptable suitor. Nothing 
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more was said on the subject. Mary went back to her flowers and 
Brent to his experiments, convinced that everything pointed to a satis- 
factory solution of the situation, as far as Lavinia, Claude and Fleex 
were concerned. It had not occurred to them to question Mignon, 
still less did it occur to them that Lavinia might have done this. 

“Well, you promises not to tell Mi’z Haydee nare word an’ I tell 
you,” Mignon had cautioned her. 

“Of course I won’t tell,” Lavinia had said urgently. “If it comes 
to that, you make mighty sure you don’t tell her you told me, or 
that I asked. The way you run on, you’re a heap more likely to tell 
her without meaning to than I’d ever be to tell her on purpose.” 

‘Well, Mist’ Fleex he been here all right. He been here lots,” 
Mignon confided, lowering her voice. “I don’t mean he been to the 
house, no, like he used to come. But he come to N’Yawlins plenny 
times, account the boat he on come to N’Yawlins plenny times.” 

“Which boat is it?” 

“One ’em bananny boats that make a roun’ trip to some heathing 
bananny land ev’y three-fo’ weeks. But he never stay here no 
longer’n it take to get shed of the banannies they brings up the river, 
turn de boat ’roun’ with whatever they done loaded in her, and go 
back fo’ mo’ ’em banannies.” 

“You mean he’s a sailor?” 

“Fiah’man, Mi’z Viney. Lease-ways, ’at’s what ’ey tells me,” 

“Who tells you?” 

Mignon’s features set themselves in stubborn lines. 

“Ey tells me. Peoples tells me,” she said with an air of finality. 
“Ar ’at’s all I knows "bout it.” 

“Oh no, it isn’t,” cried Lavinia, sensing her error, “I don’t really 
care who told you, Mignon. All I want to know is what they told 
you and it must be more than that. I mean, wasn’t he ever in town 
more than two or three days at a time? And how come anybody 
happens to tell you about one fireman on a steamboat . . . P” 

“Not no steamboat, Mi’z Viney. Steamboats is on the river. This 
here a bananny boat, a bananny boat goin’ tall ’em heathing lands 
cross the sea.” 

“Al right, on a banana boat. Do they talk about all firemen and 
sailors on all the banana boats?” 
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“Nome, ’ey sho’ ‘nuff don’t. "Ey talks *bout Mist’ Fleex, though 
by him all the time fightin’ when he got a few ’em son-kick-yo’- 
mammy drinks in him.” 

, Fighting?” 

“I mean! He the fightines’ gemman when come ashore an’ get to 
drinkin’! I mean!” 

“Yes,” Lavinia agreed slowly, and almost absently, “he would 
be.” 

“Tha’s how come he stay here longer’n no three-fo’ days, one time. 
He stay here thutty days, jes’ like the judge say.” 

“You mean they put him in prison?” 

“I mean! Smack spang in the jail-house. Not the big one. The 
yuther one, what they calls the house of attention, where he got to 
work cleanin’ out ’em ol’ gutters and such as that.” 

“And Mlle Haydee never found out?” 

“She wa’n’t in town, nor neither M. Clisson, by it was last summer 
the time of the big fever when ev’body that could left the city 
done it. That’s how come Mist’ Fleex to get put in the jail-house, 
too.” 

“Oh, I thought you said it was for fighting.” 

“Tha’ wa’n’t no mo’ ’n the start, For drunk and fightin’ ’ey puts 
gemmen’s in jail over night tillst ’ey cools off and sobers up. But this 
here time of the big fever doin’s Mist’ Fleex’s boat was helt up at 
the Konteen station ’cross de river. . . .” 

““Konteen?” 

“Somethin’ like ’at, anyways. A place where ’ey shuts peoples up 
when ’ey got fevers an’ such.” 

“Oh, quarantine.” 

““Yas’m, konteen, Ain* nobody ‘lowed to get off no boat when it 
in konteen, but Mist’ Fleex don’ hol’ with ’at, so he slip off an’ 
come ’cross the river on the ol’ Third Districk ferry, and go in one 
‘em Decatur Street saloons an’ get in a fight like always when he got 
some ’em son-kick-yo’-mammies inside him, and the partol hack 
come dang-dang-dang an’ the police taken him on de pree-sink 
station house like always to let all °em gemmens sober up. But when 
"ey fin’ out Mist’ Fleex he from ’at ol’ boat what jes come in from 
some heathing land or ‘nother, they say, “Hah! So you done jump 
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konteen, is you, so us gwine teach you a lesson, by us got yaller 
Jawn too bad ‘thout no dirty name jumpin’ konteen on us.’ So 
they taken him to night co’t an’ the judge says fifteen days for pullin’ 
a knife in a fight an’ fifteen days fo’ jumpin’ konteen an’ he hopes 
Mist’ Fleex stays long enough to get the yaller Jawn his own se’f. 
Yas’m, Mi’z Viney. ’At’s ezackly what the judge say, an’ Mist’ 
Fleex stay in town thutty days ’at time, an’ he got out befo’ Mi’z 
Haydee come back, so she never knowed.” 

“Mignon! Does he still come in on that same boat?” 

“Nome, not’s I know, Way I heard, he lost the job account he got 
to stay on the house of attention an’ miss the nex’ trip. But he got 
some kine job on a boat to some ’em heathing lands further off, by 
he don’ come back near so often no more.” 

“He'll come back some day though.” 

“Yessum, Mi’z Viney, likely he will.” 

“Well, when he does, if — if they — you should hear anyone speak 
of it — will you tell me, Mignon?” 

“Maybe. But maybe they’d want a little something —-” 

“Five dollars?” 

Mignon’s lids dropped. She shrugged her shoulders and turned as 
if about to leave the corner of the patio, well out of earshot from 
the maisonette, where she and Lavinia had been talking. 

“Ten?” 

Mignon turned back, but still did not raise her lids. 

“Twenty?” 

“I reckon for twenty ’ey might say something,” she admitted. 
“Twenty-five make it surer though.” 

“All right, Twenty-five.” 

“And I’d have to have some beforehand, for a promise like.” 

“All right. TIl give you ten right now as a promise.” 

Brent was allowing his daughter enough for all reasonable ex- 
penses, but extensive bribery did not come under this heading. Never- 
theless, Lavinia did not bewail the sacrifice such an expenditure 
entailed. If double the amount had been demanded of her, the girl 
would somehow have found the way to get it. 

Because she was so confident that, sooner or later, she would have 
news of Fleex, and that this news would be the prelude to their 
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reunion, she was able to await these tidings without undue restless- 
ness of spirit. She really enjoyed her music lessons with Mlle Haydee, 
and her courses at college, and at the opera her excitement sometimes 
rose to such a pitch, while watching the ill-starred lovers on the stage 
and listening to their impassioned arias, that she was able to forget, 
momentarily, that she had been crossed in love herself. It was only 
afterwards that she remembered again, with redoubled poignancy, 
and on such nights she lay for a long while sleepless, yearning to be 
with Fleex, even if they had no other shelter for their love than the 
little hide-out they had built, as children, in the swamp-land. 
However, she did not allow these interludes of rebellion and yearn- 
ing to affect her visibly. She studied hard, she practised faithfully, 
she scrupulously observed all the proprieties, Both M. Clisson and 
Mile Haydee were delighted with her; they glowed with pride over 
the good marks that she received at Sophie Newcomb; they gave 
little soirées so that she could play to their relatives; they drew back 
the grille of their Joge at the opera for the first time in many years, 
so that their acquaintances would realize they were again welcome 
to drop in between the acts. When Claude came to visit, they made 
him welcome, and created opportunities for him to see Lavinia 
alone. Normally, they would have felt that closer chaperonage was 
indicated; but with such a decorous young girl, such a correct young 
man, surely there was no need for constant surveillance. . . . 
Claude did his best to improve these opportunities, but he did not 
make much progress, partly because he did not feel any real enthu- 
siasm for Lavinia’s new-found interests and pleasures, and could not 
seem to pretend that he did. He had no dress clothes and did not 
think he should spend the money to buy any; this precluded his 
attendance at any ball or at any evening performance of the opera; 
and though he did accompany the Labadies and Lavinia to a matinee 
of Aida, he not only yawned but actually drowsed through the 
second act. He could not understand why Lavinia should be so 
excited over it. . . . At first, he shared her enthusiasm for excursions 
to the waterfront; the river packets lined up at the landings; the 
steamships from all parts of the world; the great array of merchan- 
dise — sugar, molasses, lumber, hemp — these were indeed a proud 
and astonishing sight. The endless state of turmoil caused by the 
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Negroes who handled these wares and the drays which brought them 
to the riverside appealed to him less; so did the strange mingled 
smells of tar and smoke and sisal; and he could not understand why 
Lavinia wanted to know where every ship in port had come from and 
how long it was likely to remain in New Orleans. When he eventu- 
ally grasped the fact that her curiosity had something to do with 
Fleex, he was no longer willing to satisfy it. 

“Lavinia, you’re not serious about this, are you?” he asked, as 
they sat down to rest on a stringer, after having wandered about 
for an hour or more, during all of which time Lavinia had been 
seeking information. 

“What do you mean, serious? About what?” 

“Well, you’re not asking all these questions with the idea that 
they might help you to find out something about Fleex, are you?” 

“Of course I am. Don’t you want to find out what’s become of 
Fleex?”’ 

“Not particularly, But even if 1 did——” 

“Don’t you want to know whether he’s alive or dead, sick or well? 
There are all kinds of dreadful diseases in those Central American 
countries, a lot worse than yellow fever in New Orleans. After all, 
Fleex is your cousin; you and he grew up together almost like 
brothers. I should think you’d want to know what’s happened to 
him.” 

“But, Lavinia, we don’t even know that he’s gone to Central 
America. We don’t know where he’s gone. And obviously he doesn’t 
want us to know. If he did, he’d have told us long ago. And of 
course we did grow up in the same house, but I — well, I never cared 
for him the way Clement did, for instance. I never liked the way he 
acted — especially with girls, if you must know.” 

“I’ve always known how he acted with girls. I don’t need you to 
tell me. He didn’t act the same way with every girl, either. If you 
think he acted the same way with me that he did with that Pru- 
dence-—” 

“No, of course I don’t think so.” Claude was blushing brick red 
by this time; however, he went on doggedly. “But I don’t like the 
way he acted with you, if you must——” 

“There isn’t any must about it, In fact, I'd much rather not listen 
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to all these things you’re trying to tell me. What you’re not saying, 
and what you ought to say, if you’re so determined on telling the 
truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, is that you were 
always jealous of Fleex. You knew I was in love with him and still 
you wanted me to get engaged to you.” 

“Lavinia, I . . . you couldn’t get engaged to Fleex. You couldn’t 
marry him. He saw that, even if you didn’t. And I thought you'd 
got over caring for him. I mean, that’s what I thought in the be- 
ginning. For a long while after that I thought you Aad got over 
caring for him. In fact, I thought so until just now.” 

“I haven’t got over caring for Fleex. I never shall. I wish somehow 
I could get that into your head, Maybe you’d even have sense enough 
to stop wanting to marry me. You don’t want to marry a girl who’s 
in love with another man, do you?” 

“You could care for me in a different way. You would if you'd 
only give me a chance to show how much I care for you.” 

“Good heavens, I don’t want you to show me! Come on, let’s go 
back to the maisonette, There’s no use sitting here arguing. People 
are beginning to stare at us. And listen! I don’t think there’s much 
sense in your coming down next week, I’m going to the Proteus Ball 
Monday night, and masking on Mardi Gras and——” 

“You're not going out in all those rough crowds alone, are you?” 

“Of course not.” 

“Well, I just couldn’t help worrying a little, Because I thought the 
pee were a little too old to go in for that sort of thing any more 
an pee oe Pe, 

“They are. But several of the friends I’ve made at Sophie New- 
comb go in for it. The girls’ brothers and other suitable escorts take 
them. As a matter of fact, I’m not going masking with any of them, 
though. I’m going with my uncle.” 

“Your uncle — you mean Mr. Fant?” 

“Of course — who else would I mean? He’s the only uncle I’ve 

ot.” 

“Somehow I don’t think of him as your uncle,” Claude muttered. 
“After all, he’s only your uncle by marriage, isn’t he?” 

“Yes, but I don’t see what that’s got to do with it. Anyway, he’s 
coming down from St. Martinville Monday and the Labadies have 
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invited him to dinner before Proteus. Then Mardi Gras he and I are 
going masking and to the Rex Ball. But this hasn’t anything to do 
with what I started to say, which was that I think Pli be terribly 
tired afterwards. There must be lots of things you can do in Crowley, 
even if this is the slack season at the mill. Why don’t you find some 
other girl and make up a foursome with Pierre and Annette?” 
“They don’t want a foursome, they want a twosome,” Claude said 
despondently. “And that’s what I want, Lavinia. AH 1 want.” 
“Oh, let’s go home!” she said impatiently, jumping up from the 
stringer and rapidly threading her way among the casks and barrels 
and coils of rope with which the wharf was cluttered. And, for once, 
Claude realized that it would be worse than useless to argue with her, 


When he presented himself at the Labadies’ house Monday even- 
ing, Jonathan Fant was already attired for the ball; and a flowing 
cape, lined with white satin, added to the general effect of elegance. 
He realized he was a little early, he said, as Lavinia came hurrying 
into the drawing room to meet him. Quite obviously New Orleans 
agreed with her, he said, tilting her head back a little and looking 
laughingly into her face, before he lowered his eyes and looked, with 
even greater attention, at the rest of her person. He had always 
thought she did her hair very well; but now her coiffure was really 
bewitching! And certainly she had learned a great deal about fashion 
in a very short time. The confection she was wearing had real style 
and she had the figure to set it off — the figure and the skin. It was 
all to the good, in his opinion, that she was now showing rather 
more of the latter than she used to. As he said that, his hands moved 
from her chin to her neck and from her neck to her shoulders, and 
came to rest, briefly, on her bosom, before he withdrew them and 
said it seemed a long time since she had been to St. Martinville. He 
had been kept there much too closely with his restoring and re- 
decorating and replanting; now that was all done and he could 
hardly wait to show it to her, though he supposed he would have to 
at least until she came home. Well, now that he had looked Aer over, 
could she show him a little more of this charming house while they 
waited for their host and hostess? 
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“It’s very small. There really isn’t very much more to see,” Lavinia 
told him. “And of course we can’t go into M. Clisson’s room now, 
as he’s still dressing. We’ll go through it on our way to dinner in the 
loggia though, so you'll see it then. In addition to those, besides the 
drawing room, where we are now, there’s just Mlle Haydee’s room 
and the little cabinet where I sleep, above it.” 

“Well, couldn’t I see those? You said Mlle Haydee was in the 
kitchen and you’re certainly not sleeping now.” 

She most assuredly was not. She was feeling very wide-awake and 
happier than at any moment she could remember. Jonathan Fant had 
always given her that feeling. 

“I don’t see why you couldn’t,” she said. She went over to the 
door leading into Mile Haydee’s room and knocked. There was no 
answer, so she waited a minute and then knocked a second time. As 
there was still no answer, she opened the door and went in. Jonathan 
Fant followed her. 

He glanced around him with obvious appreciation : at the massive 
half-canopied bed with its matching dressing table and washstand of 
rosewood, at the tall armoire à glace, the etagere with its fragile 
ornaments, and the garniture de cheminée on the mantelpiece. “It’s 
all charming,” he told Lavinia. “Charming —and complete, except 
for a lit de repos. I’m surprised not to find that here — almost every 
well-equipped Creole bedroom has one.” 

“This bedroom had one, too. But Mlle Haydee had it moved 
me the cabinet for me. It takes up less room than a regular 

“And do you repose well in it, Lavinia?” 

“Usually.” 

“Not always?” 

“No, not always.” 

“Well, of course, a lit de repos is very narrow. You would be more 
comfortable, I believe, in a full-sized bed —a very soft, wide one, 
with large fluffy pillows. That’s the sort that are still prepared for 
Creole brides.” 

“But I’m not a Creole or a bride, either, you know, Jonathan.” 

He sighed. “I know. It’s rather a pity, too. You wouldn’t have a 
marble heart, if you were a Creole, and you might not be quite so 
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single-hearted, either. But Creole or not, you’d be a lovely bride. 
His look swept over her again and then he turned, smiling, towards 
the little staircase. 

“Is that the only means of getting to your virgin’s bower?” 

“It’s not a bower. It’s a cabinet.” 

“My dear child, don’t be so literal. I know what it’s called. I’ve 
been in this type of house before. Also, in one or two old Virginian 
houses where they have what’s called a safe room.” 

“A safe room?” 

“Yes. It doesn’t have a door into the hallway — only one into the 
main bedroom, occupied by the father and mother of the family. 
The unmarried daughters occupied the safe room. No intruder could 
reach it, you see, without crossing the parents’ room first. At least, 
that was the theory. But accidents happened some times. I heard 
about one girl who jumped from the window straight into her lover’s 
arms, and about another who received her lover in the room that was 
supposed to be so safe —he wore moccasins as he went through the 
connubial chamber and never made a sound, There were other cases, 
too. I always hoped someone would write a story about them — some- 
one with a real feeling for that sort of thing.” 

“Why don’t you write it?” Lavinia inquired in fascination. “You 
have the feeling.” 

“Yes, But not the talent nor the drive. It takes both to write books, 
unfortunately. I’m just a wastrel—they told you that from the be- 
ginning.” 

“Only my Grandmother Winslow. And I never believed it.” 

“Didn’t you, my dear? No, I don’t think you did. And I’m very 
glad. But I’m afraid your Grandmother Winslow isn’t the only one 
who holds that opinion now.” He sighed, but lightly, as he had been 
speaking. “Well, I’ve been in one of those safe rooms, but at a time 
when it was empty, unfortunately. I’m not going to suggest that we 
should try to go to yours now. Somehow, I don’t think the Labadies 
would feel my interest was wholly architectural or even wholly 
avuncular.”’ 

He put his arm around her and kissed her, just as he had done 
dozens of times, since he had married her aunt. It had always 
seemed natural to Lavinia, and to everyone else in the family, that 
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he should caress her in this way, when she was a little girl, and no 
less natural, at least to her, after she began to grow up. Now, for the 
first time, she felt there was something different about the embrace. 
She was not exactly startled, but she was surprised. Jonathan, as if 
instantly aware of this, let his arm drop without pressing his hand 
against her waist, and spoke to her with some of the lightness gone 
from his voice. 

“I really believe you are inaccessible, at least for the time being, 
and I’m glad of it,” he said. “As I remarked before, safe rooms have 
been proven insecure, and bowers are notorious as love nests. But I 
have great faith that your cabinet is inviolable. Don’t disappoint me 
or disprove my words. . . . Come, lets go back to the drawing 
room. I can hear a door opening somewhere. I’m sure M. Clisson has 
finished his dressing and that the drawing room is where he’ll expect 
to find us.” 


Jonathan managed to ‘break away’ from St. Martinville every now 
and then, and every time he came to New Orleans he spent a least 
one evening in Lavinia’s company. Apparently, he also managed to 
visit Crowley occasionally, since, when Mary took one of her rare 
trips to New Orleans, for the opening of the Annual Flower Show, 
she told her daughter, with an excitement rare to her, that Jonathan 
had given her a wonderful present. 

“I thought you wouldn’t accept presents from Jonathan,” Lavinia 
said with the logic which so often proves exasperating to parents 
when it comes from their adolescent offspring. 

“Not valuable furniture and ornaments,” Mary hastened to ex- 
plain. “That was what he suggested, when he began to do over his 
house in St. Martinville, you remember. A lady — I mean any woman 
of refinement — never accepts gifts like that from a gentleman, unless 
he’s closely related to her.” 

“But Jonathan is closely related to us, He’s married to your sister 
—my aunt.” 

“That isn’t close enough, Lavinia. Besides, how do I know that 
Sally may not want some of those beautiful things herself? She hasn’t 
seen them yet. But it’s always proper to accept presents of flowers 
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and candy and music and books. Never jewellery or wearing apparel 
or anything of permanent value.” 

“I should think some books might have just as much value as a 
lace scarf or a garnet brooch. . . . Never mind, Mother, I see what 
you mean. Which of the four things that are proper did Jonathan 
give you?” 

“He gave me a beautiful camellia — one that’s just been introduced 
into this country.” 

“A blue one?” 

“Lavinia, there isn’t any such thing as a blue camellia. You know 
that.” 

“Oh! I’ve heard you and Father talking about blue camellias, so I 
thought——”” 

“You didn’t think any such thing,” Mary retorted, her annoyance 
for once getting the better of her natural calm. “You know we were 
just using that as a symbol for things we wanted and knew were 
impossible to get. This is another pink camellia — the most beautiful 
one I’ve ever seen. It’s called Pink Perfection and that’s an ideal 
name for it.” 

“Tm glad Jonathan has at last found a present that you'll accept. 
And I’m glad the camellia’s pink. Father doesn’t seem to be making 
much progress these days. So I’m glad he can keep his joke or his 
symbol or whatever you choose to call it about a blue camellia. . 
Mother, don’t you think we ought to be getting started for the 
Flower Show?” 

Mary was only too glad to put an end to the conversation by 
starting for the Flower Show, and she thoroughly enjoyed it, 
although, owing to the lateness of the season, camellias were not 
featured. But this did not seem to disappoint her; the thought of the 
new Pink Perfection which had now been added to the older varieties 
in her garden was completely satisfying to her. Lavinia teased her 
again, saying she was showing signs of impatience to get home, in- 
stead of being eager to stay over for the concert by Gilmore’s Famous 
Band, as she had promised to do. Mary indignantly denied the 
charge; of course she was going to stay over for the concert; the fame 
of its new conductor, Victor Herbert, had already spread to Crowley, 
and she would not miss hearing him for anything. Or seeing him? 
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Lavinia inquired. Everyone said he was terribly good looking. Jona- 
than, who had again ‘broken away’ from St. Martinville to escort 
Mary and Lavinia to the concert, began to tease in his turn. They 
had both fallen for the intriguing young conductor, he said. What 
would he do with two fallen females on his hands? Take them to 
the French Market for coffee before you take them home, Lavinia 
suggested instantly. With a light laugh, he agreed, and continued his 
banter all the time they were sipping their café au lait and eating 
their sugared doughnuts. When they reached the maisonette, he 
opened a package that he had left there before they started for the 
concert and took from it a variety of sheet music. It had occurred 
to him that a pleasant way to bring the evening to a close would be 
for Lavinia and himself to play some of the selections to which they 
had listened at the concert; so he had bought several of the arias 
which had been arranged as duets for the pianoforte. Mary had not 
realized that Lavinia could read music of this importance at sight. 
Or was she reading at sight? Had there been some previous practice 
between them? The thought troubled her vaguely. .. . 

He had still one more piece of sheet music in this package, Jona- 
than said, when he finally rose as if preparing to leave: a Camellia 
Polka, composed by Hilmara. He had found it in an old collection 
which had belonged to his grandmother and which had come to St. 
Martinville from New York via Philadelphia. There were various 
other polkas in the collection, but he had thought the Camellia Polka 
especially appropriate for her mother’s daughter. And see, here was 
another piece that he had almost overlooked — a very short one of 
quite different origin. He did not know how that one had fallen 
into his grandmother’s hands. He passed it to Lavinia and, leaning 
over her, read the superscription aloud, 


LA LINDA CAMELIA 
COMPUESTA v DEDICADA a la SRTA. D.a ADELITA 
FONT por JOSE DESIDERIO MACIA. 
PUBLICADA por EDELMANN v C.a CALLE de la OBRA-PIA 
N.o 12 
HABANA. 
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“Habana, Habana, ” he repeated dreamily, “how much more 
musical the Spanish name for that city is than ours! We must all go 
there some day~—no doubt the camellias are surpassingly lovely 
there, too. Play La Linda Camelia for me, Lavinia — that isn’t a duet, 
as you see. Your mother and I will listen. Then, afterwards, play 
the Camellia Polka and perhaps your mother will dance with me.” 

“What nonsense!” Mary said, flushing. “You know perfectly well 
I’ve never danced, in all the years you’ve known me.” 

“Well, couldn’t you begin again?” 

“Of course not. I’m nearly forty, much too old for dancing. And I 
never danced a great deal, even as a girl. It wasn’t as customary in 
Illinois — our part of Illinois anyhow — as it is in Louisiana.” 

“I see. Well, I’m glad you moved to Louisiana before Lavinia’s 
dancing days began, because she’s a very good dancer. But now go 
ahead and play for us.” 

It was very late when he finally took his leave and Mary was silent 
as she and Lavinia made ready for the night. The narrow lit de repos 
had been removed from the cabinet for the period of Mary’s stay, 
and the bed which Annette and Lavinia had shared, on the occasion of 
Lavinia's first visit, reinstated for the mother and daughter. The close 
quarters inevitably encouraged greater intimacy than usually existed 
between them. When they lay side by side in the darkness, Mary 
found that she could speak with unwonted freedom. 

“You’ve seen a good deal of Jonathan since you left home, haven’t 
you, darling?” 

“Yes. He’s been very kind to me.” 

“You’ve never thought, have you, that he was a little too kind? 
That his attentions weren’t just prompted by kindness, but by — 
well, attraction? An attraction that might not be for the best, that 
might even be dangerous? I mean, he’s an older man, a married 
man, and you’re just a young girl. Sometimes . . .” 

“You're not worrying because he gave me those Camellia selec- 
tions, are you? You said yourself that music was one of the four 
things——” 

“Yes, I know. But there was something about the way he gave you 
that Spanish piece and talked about going to Havana—~” 
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Lavinia did not answer instantly. Then she said, “Mother, did you 
ever hear the story about the poor woman who had to go out to 
work and leave her family of small children behind?” 

“I’m not sure which story you have in mind.” 

“This one is about a worried mother who told her children not to 
put beans up their noses while she was gone. They’d never thought 
of such a thing. But when she came home that night, they all had 
beans up their noses.” 

Again, Mary was silent. The relevance of Lavinia’s story was all 
too clear. Presently, Lavinia spoke again, with a strangely mature 
tolerance, as if she were the mother and Mary the daughter. 

“Please don’t worry, Mother. I do think Jonathan’s attractive, as 
well as kind ~in fact, I’ve never seen but one man that I thought 
was more attractive. But I happen to be in love with the other man. 
So, even if Jonathan weren’t married and a lot older than I am, I 
wouldn’t want to encourage him, Not even to the point of an 
amitié amoureuse.” 

“You know I don’t understand French, Lavinia.” 

Lavinia refrained from saying that it seemed tò her there were a 
number of things her mother did not understand. “I know you 
don’t,” she contented herself by replying. “But it’s one of those 
things you can’t translate literally. Amitié means friendship and 
amoureuse is loving — the kind of loving that’s between sweethearts. 
But you couldn’t say ‘enamoured friendship’, could you? It would 
sound silly.” 

“Yes, it would. And that kind of a friendship would be silly. It 
would be—” 

“Please don’t say dangerous again, Mother.” 

“Very well, I won't... . Where did you learn this expression, 
anyway?” 

“I found it in a book. But amitié amoureuse didn’t sound silly to 
me. It sounded exactly like the kind of friendship I might have en- 
joyed having with Jonathan if I hadn’t been in love with Fleex.” 

“Oh, Lavinia, Fleex has gone! He’s gone for good!” 

“Don’t you think we’d better try to get some sleep, Mother? Don’t 
you think we’ve talked long enough without getting anywhere?” 
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The hush of Lent had followed the hubbub of Carnival, and Com- 
mencement had brought the fourth quarter at Sophie Newcomb to 
a close, and still Lavinia had heard nothing from Fleex. Then apolo- 
getically, almost timidly, Mlle Haydee told Lavinia that all her pupils 
and her brother’s had left New Orleans now, because the dread 
season of yellow fever was again at hand; and since it was their 
custom to close the maisonette for the summer and go over to the 
Pass, they were afraid . . . 

There was no help for it. Lavinia must go home. She must stave 
off Claude’s more and more urgent importunities, she must be a 
dutiful daughter to the parents who had given her so much and to 
whom, so far, she had given little in return. For the first time, as 
she watched her father planting the rows of rice in his experimental 
garden under the hot sun, or bending over his measuring board in 
the long monotonous evenings, she recognized a kinship with him 
and his soul’s sincere desire which she had not felt before. He also 
was waiting and searching; to him, as to her, the wait seemed endless, 
the search vain, With the recognition came a new tenderness and a 
new tie, 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


EANWHILE Annette Villac was going to be married to 

Pierre Peret, which was why she had not wanted to stay in 

New Orleans. Pierre worked in the new bank at Crowley 
and was a satisfactory suitor in every way. 

None of the time-honoured customs connected with an approach- 
ing marriage were abandoned. Carding parties, at which the guests 
prepared the cotton for gaily striped blankets, became the order of 
the day, to assure Annette the traditional twelve of these in her 
trousseau. Rugs, bedspreads and curtains were also busily prepared, 
and the most solicitous attention of all was given to the bride’s wear- 
ing apparel, which all her friends and relations had a part in fashion- 
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ing. When the great day came, everything she put on for her mar- 
riage, except her net veil and her crown of artificial flowers, was the 
product of their loving hands. 

‘The Perets had come over from Lafayette the evening before, to 
spend the night with the Winslows, and there had been dancing of 
rondes, singing of ballads, and general merry-making at Phares’ 
house until the wee small hours. By early morning, the yard was 
filled with buggies, and when the procession started from the house 
to the church, there were nearly thirty of these in line, Annette and 
Ursin in the first, Anne and Mr. Peret in the second, Mrs. Peret and 
Phares in the third and Pierre, with Claude, who was to be head 
groomsman, in the fourth. Lavinia and Odile were the bridesmaids, 
Pauline the flower girl, Clement the page and all the bride’s brothers 
the groomsmen. Some of the buggies were filled to overflowing. 
Dozens of townspeople, who had not gone out to the prairie before 
the ceremony, but had come to the church on foot, were waiting at 
the door to see the cortége arrive. Inside, the pews of the little mission 
chapel proved entirely inadequate to accommodate such a throng; 
the side aisles were full of standees and it was with difficulty that 
the central one was kept clear for the bridal party to advance to the 
altar. 

When the ceremony was over, the order of precedence for the 
occupants of the buggies was changed, for Annette and Pierre, as 
the newly wedded pair, of course, rode together, as did the father 
and mother of both bride and groom, and Claude, without the 
necessity of manceuvring, became Lavinia’s logical escort. Never, 
since the disappearance of Fleex, had he seen her in so blithe a mood. 
As the house of the Lafayette Perets was too distant for practical 
purposes, the groom’s Aunt and Uncle Peret, who lived in Crowley 
and had the largest house there, had offered to open this for the 
occasion of the bridal dinner and the bridal ball. The feasting would 
go on for hours and hours; countless healths would be drunk, count- 
less cakes cut and countless songs sung before the ball began. Then 
Annette would have to dance with every male guest, or offence 
would be taken; and every married woman, as well as every young 
girl, would have her turn on the floor. It would be midnight at least 
before Pierre and Annette would manage to slip away to the new 
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little cottage that was in readiness for them. As the day wore on, 
Claude felt no surprise because his sister was standing up so well 
to a celebration which was something of an endurance test; after all, 
it was part of their tradition and he had seen many another Cajun 
girl do it before. But he wondered about Lavinia. 

He need not have worried. She seemed to feel the keenest pleasure 
in everything that was happening; and though she, too, danced with 
every male guest and it was, indeed, well after midnight before she 
and Claude left the Perets’ house, she still looked as fresh as when 
they had started out that morning, and she kept singing snatches of 
the old song which had brought the banqueting to an end: 


“T'ai promis dans mon jeune age 
De ne jamais me marier. 
Aujourd'hui je trouve l'avantage; 
Mes parents Vont conseillé.” 


Unrebuked, he put his arm around her shoulder. 

“I love to hear you sing,” he murmured in a voice of great con- 
tentment, “And I’ve always liked that tune. But the words are pretty 
silly, aren’t they?” 

“I hadn’t thought. Just like you, I think the tune’s nice... 
What words do you think are silly?” 

“About promising myself in my youth that I wouldn’t ever marry. 
Annette never made herself any such promise — she’s been dead set 
on getting married for ages. I bet most girls don’t do anything of the 
kind. You never did, did you, honey?” 

“No, [ never did.” 

A different note had suddenly crept into her voice. No, Claude 
said to himself, you didn’t, because you thought you were going to 
marry Fleex. But you’ve begun to stop thinking about that — you 
must have. 

“Do you think the rest of the verse is silly, too?” Lavinia asked. 
“The lines where the girl says she’s decided to act on her parents’ 
advice?” 

“No, I think that part’s very sensible.” 

His spirits were soaring again. Lavinia’s begun to realize she 
might as well listen to Mr. and Mrs. Winslow, he told himself 
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triumphantly. She wouldn’t have mentioned those lines about 
parents’ advice if she hadn’t. And Lavinia went on singing: 


“La ceinture que je porte 
Et l'anneau d'or que j'ai au doigt 
C’est mon amant qui me les donne 
Pour finir ses jours avec mot.” 


“But you aren’t wearing a gold ring, Lavinia. I wish you were. 
Because that part of the song isn’t silly, either.” 

“No. It’s all right to wear one — when the time comes.” 

When the time comes! Then she did still think it might come! 
His arm slid to her waist and closed firmly around it. She laughed. 

He took up the refrain of the song where she had left off and 
then switched to ‘La Noce de Josephine’. Singing it together, they 


went on home. 


Anne had admonished the members of her family, both individu- 
ally and collectively, that they were not to talk to the Perets about the 
state of her health; if the latter noticed that her skin was a queer 
colour, of course that could not be helped; but she hoped they would 
Jay it to a naturally poor complexion. They were not so dull witted 
as to do this, nor had it been possible to curb Dr. Mouton’s tongue 
as completely as those of Anne’s husband, her children and her 
cousins. But the Perets respected her wishes; they said nothing to 
indicate that they realized the almost superhuman effort she was 
making, or that they feared she might collapse before the long 
drawn-out festivities were finally over. Ursin, whose own fears on 
that score were more acute, watched over her with pride in her forti- 
tude and dread of its consequences; but though she made no further 
effort to stay up or even to get up after the wedding, it was not 
until weeks later that he saw a noticeable change in her. When this 
happened, he made a hesitant suggestion. 

“Dr. Mouton, he ain’t helpin’ you none, Anne. I think it’s time 
we got in a tratteur.” 

In the absence of an immediate and violent objection, Ursin 
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a and rightly, that Anne had entertained a similar idea her- 
self. 

“I ain’t never hear about no traiteur here’bout, me, no,” she said 
finally. “Where you goin’ find one, out here on the prairie?” 

“Nobody don’t have to look on no prairie, them, for no traiteur, 
no more than you got to look for a doctor. There’s traiteurs in Mer- 
mentau and also in Crowley, too, same as in plenty other towns, I 
guarantee you, me!” 

“You know one so you could call his name?” 

‘Sho’! Archange Blanchet. From what I hear, he’s plenty good, 
him.” 

“Well, I guess I give you right. Go see will he come. Mebbe he 
don’t help, but neither the doctor did, him, so it wouldn’t do no 
harm, no.” 

Ursin went to Mermentau the next day and brought Archange 
Blanchet back to the farm with him. The healer had come willingly 
enough. He was an emaciated old Negro with a benign countenance, 
a snowy, abundant head of hair and snowy, abundant whiskers; his 
manner was respectful, his speech hushed. After entering Anne’s 
room and talking to her with gentleness while looking at her in- 
tently and making the sign of the cross, he beckoned to Ursin and 
withdrew to the kitchen, meanwhile taking a small bundle, which 
proved to contain herbs, from its place of concealment on his person. 
He would need a frying pan, some water and some salt, he an- 
nounced, still speaking almost in a whisper. Mezalee was nowhere 
to be seen. She had so greatly disapproved of this visitation that she 
had actually refused to have anything to do with it and failed, for 
the first time in her life, to lend a helping hand. Claude, who might 
likewise have raised objections, was at the rice mill, and the younger 
members of the family at school. Ursin had no difficulty in locating 
the one simple utensil Archange had requested or in supplying the 
salt and water, and he was glad, rather than otherwise, not to have 
Claude present; but he was upset by Mezalee’s attitude, and his dis- 
quiet persisted as he watched Archange bending over the hearth and 
adding herbs from his bundle to the boiling water while making 
cabalistic signs and murmuring to himself. The traiteur finally lifted 
off the fire the frying pan, from which the contents had now partly 
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boiled away, and poured what remained into the cloth which had 
formed the bundle. 

“W’at you goin’ do?” Ursin inquired abruptly, as the traiteur 
started back towards the sick-room, carrying the bundle with him. 

“S-s-sh, not so loud! Ah’s just goin’ to have the patient pass this 
over where she got the most pain.” 

“Tt’ll burn her! It'll hurt like fire from hell!” 

“It ain’t goin’ do no such thing. Don’ you interfere with me now, 
man! Iffen you do, the spell be broke.” 

Ursin said no more, but kept close beside Archange, prepared to 
act quickly. Anne herself made no objection when the trazteur 
handed her the steaming bundle and told her to rub it over her body, 
under the bedclothes. 

“You pass it over a couple times mo’ an’ then hol’ it still till 
it gets col’,” he told her. “Ah goin’ leave you now. But Ah goin’ 
give you some string to hol’ in you’ han’. You got to slip it through 
you’ fingers and every time you comes to a knot, you got to stop and 
say a prayer. Which you want, a string with three knots for the 
Trinity or a string with seven knots for the Saciments?” 

“A string with seven knots,” Anne answered. 

Ursin did not like the sound of her voice; she spoke with clenched 
teeth, as though she were in pain. She is burnt, she 7s in pain, he 
thought to himself; but he did not dare to say it aloud, for fear of 
breaking the spell. He drove the traiteur back to Mermentau and, on 
his return, was confronted by Mezalee, who spoke to him angrily 
and reproachfully. - 

“She’s suffering, she’s blistered. I've given her some of Dr. 
Mouton’s medicine, the kind that makes her drowsy, and when she’s 
asleep, I’m going to put some cloths, soaked in oil, on her body. I’m 
going to tell her that’s part of the treatment—I won’t say whose 
treatment. And TIl let her keep her string —for now, anyway. She’s 
pretending it’s a kind of rosary, and I suppose there’s no great harm 
in that, But don’t you dare have that traiteur here again! What he 
did to her was almost exactly what he’d have done to a horse with 
the colic — except for the string, of course!” 

Anne seemed to feel no resentment over what had happened. 
Indeed, she declared that the blisters would heal presently — as indeed 
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they did —and that they were a sign the disease had been ‘drawn 
out’, instead of doing its evil work inside her. She lay in bed, con- 
tentedly fingering the knotted string and declaring that she was cer- 
tainly better, Ursin tried to tell himself that it had not been a mistake 
to send for the ¢raiteur after all. 

It was not until several more weeks had passed that Anne said 
anything which could be interpreted as an admission of renewed 
pain and increasing weakness. 

“I don’ see how I’m goin’ to get to Lacombe for Toussaint,” she 
told him. “I been studyin’ on it and I just know I can’t make it. 
You'll have to go without me, cher.” 

“Jf you ain’t goin, I ain’t goin’, either,” Ursin said. “I ain’t leavin’ 
you, when you're all that sick, not for Toussaint nor either nothin’ 
else.” 

“Ursin, we ain’t never missed once, us, all these years.” 

“I know. But I guess a time got to come to everybody when they 
misses. It ain’t like we didn’t have no relations right there, either, 
which they could look after things for us.” 

“We got no relations right there no more, us, no. Slidell is plenty 
far from Lacombe.” 

“Why, Anne, it ain’t only a few miles, I guarantee it.” 

“That’s too far for *em to keep close watch of the candles and 
such. And, anyway, they got their own tombs, them, to look after, 
ain’t they? You know, Ursin, don’t you, I ain’t thinkin’ just about 
my people’s graves no mo’? I’m thinkin’ "bout my own, too.” 

“Now, chére——’ he began, but Anne interrupted him. 

“It don’t help none, not no mo’, no, to be pretendin’, Ursin, Not 
between you and me, leastways. To other people, we got to keep on 
pretendin’. But husban’ and wife, that’s different. So: the two of 
us, you and me, knows real good I ain’t got much mo’ time to live, 
me, and even if we ain’t talked too much about it biffo’ now, you 
bound to know I want to be buried in some real cemetery, and not 
in no hole somebody digs in the prairie, no. With Adeline it wasn’t 
like that; you got to admit it. She done buried three little children, 
here, out there on that prairie, and I feel in my heart, me, she 
wanted to be close to where they was at, yes. But thank God all 
our children is livin’ and healthy like anything. So when your time 
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comes, like it’s got to come some day, Ursin, you and me will be all 
two together in a fine tomb, and not some place where maybe it ain’t 
even consecrated ground.” 

“Phares says Father Vialetton come on purpose——” 

‘Sho’ I know, me. But you bound to admit he never come ’til he 
could get to come, and the way it was, ridin’ all over like he had to 
do, him, he couldn’t always get to come places on time, no. Sure, I 
know Adeline and Phares baptized the babies their own selves, them, 
when Father Vialetton couldn’t come. But Fleex let it out one time, 
and even if Phares ain’t never said it was true, him, I tell you frankly 
it’s bound to be so, how biffo’ the ground got consecrate’ by the 
priest, a storm blew down two of the little crosses and they ain’t 
never been sure, them, if the new ones was put up right.” 

“They got a real for-true cemetery in Crowley now, them,” Ursin 
reminded her. But he knew before she answered that the reminder 
was useless. 

“You mean to tell me, you, and right to my face, even, you think 
that’s some real cemetery, hein? A place where they buries Protes- 
tants and snow-diggers right side by each with good Cath’lic Cajuns, 
even? A place where they got no family tombs, no, not even the 
first one, them, only just graves and markers and like that? I been 
to see it with my own good-eyes, me, with weeds all around and no 
sign of whitewash or anything even for Toussaint, no! I couldn't 
rest easy in no such place, me, and you got to give me your promise, 
right now, biffo God His own self, you won’t never-never bury me 
in no Crowley cemetery.” 

“All right, I promise — if you should be the one to die first.” 

“You know good in your heart I’m goin’ die first, me. And you 
also know real good I got plenty other reasons for not wantin’ nobody 
to bury me on no prairie or no imitation cemetery like that Crowley 


place. I want to be with my own people, people I got a right to be 
proud of and I am proud of.” 


“Yes, I know. I promise, Anne.” 

He took her hand and, for a few minutes, they both sat silent. 
Then Ursin cleared his throat and made a hesitant suggestion: if 
Anne did not think their family relations at Slidell could look after 
the family lot to suit her, on Toussaint, would she let Claude try to 
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do it? He had been going with them to the cemetery year atter year, 
ever since he was a little boy. He would have to do these things 
when they were both dead and gone. Perhaps it would be just as well 
if he began now. 

Anne lay back on her pillows and appeared to be pondering his 
suggestion without actual antagonism. When she finally answered, 
she spoke with comparative mildness. 

“You suppose he could get off from the mill, him?” she inquired. 

“Positive, I guarantee you, me! I know they says Tibier is a slave 
driver, him, and he sure works his men hard, hard. But he is also 
the kind of man w’at understands how you feel, yes, if somebody 
explains. And Claude could easy do that. Claude got a pleasant way 
to speak, him.” 

“That pleasant speakin’ never got him all that far with Lavinia.” 

“You ain’t grievin’ on that, no, are you, Anne?” 

“Sho I am. Claude’s a one-girl boy, him. I want to see him 
married an’ happy like he got a right to be.” 

She did not add, ‘before I die’, but Ursin knew what was in her 
mind. It was in his mind, too, He sighed and turned from his 
wife, who was apparently beginning to feel the soothing effects of 
the medicine Dr. Mouton had left for her earlier in the day, and 
when he was satisfied that she was sleeping, he crossed the floor 
quietly and closed the door leading from their bedroom to the porch 
after him. Then he went straight out into the yard. Claude, who rode 
back and forth to the mill every day, had just unsaddled his horse 
and was coming towards the house. His father stopped him. 

“You? maman ain’t feelin’ so good,” he said. “No, don’ go in 
right now. I think she’s fixin’ to get a little nap. But she’s been 
talkin’ to me ’bout Toussaint. She say she ain’t goin’ be able to go 
to Lacombe this year, her, no, an’ I tell you frankly, me, I ain't 
about to leave her an’ go no place without her. Not me, So you got 
to go, Claude, and you got to tell Tibier right away, him, how you 
got to be away three days, startin’ October 3oth.” 

“Of course, IIl go if that’s what you and maman want. And TH 
tell Tibier right away. He won’t be too glad, I expect — that’s one 
busy time at the mill. But never mind. Pll go anyway.” Claude 
spoke with the confidence of one who was making good at his job 
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and who knew he would be hard to replace. ““Who’s going with 
me?” 

“I expec’ you got to go alone by you’self, yes. Annette can’t leave 
her husban’, not right after they got married, an’ neither Pierre 
would have the same reason to leave the bank like you would the 
mill.” 

“Yes, that’s so. Well, I sort of hate to go alone, but I guess there’s 
no help for it.” 

He’s thinking what a grand thing it would be if Lavinia would 
go with him, Ursin said to himself. I hope he doesn’t tell her that, 
though —it would just give her another chance to turn him down 
and she’s done that half a dozen times already. But I suppose he will, 
the young fool. I suppose he’ll go right on asking for sorrow. . . . 

Ursin was right in one respect: the young fool did go right on 
asking for sorrow. But in another respect, he was wrong. Lavinia 
did not turn Claude down. She said she would be glad to go to 
Lacombe with him. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


E was almost stunned by the readiness of her answer. The 

request had represented a forlorn hope, based not only on 

her sympathy for his mother or her friendship for him, but 
on her appreciation of the unusual, the picturesque and the spectacu- 
lar, whether the form it took was grave or gay. He had never for- 
gotten the expression on her face during the Procession of the Lilies, 
which took place every year at Grand Coteau on the Feast of the 
Immaculate Conception, when the pupils, all dressed in white, wear- 
ing filmy veils on their heads and carrying lilies in their hands, 
marched two by two through the gallery of the main building into 
the chapel and placed their lilies in vases before the altar, saying, as 
they did so, “Oh Mary, I give you the lily of my heart, Be thou its 
guardian for ever.” Lavinia had never shown the slightest sign of a 
leaning towards Catholicism; yet not one of her school-mates had 
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had as rapt an expression during the service, or had pronounced the 
dedicatory words with as much feeling as she did. The same in- 
tensity, the same fervour had marked her singing and her manner 
on the occasion of the May Crowning of the Virgin, and Claude had 
noticed evidences of emotion on several other similar religious fes- 
tivals, Apparently, there was something within her that cried out for 
release and that found it only when she was temporarily a part of 
some experience alien to the well-ordered but unstimulating life that 
she normally led. There was nothing in Crowley which even re- 
motely resembled the celebration of Toussaint at Lacombe; as far as 
that went, there was nothing like it even in New Orleans, where 
every cemetery was a mass of bloom on that occasion, and people 
went in droves to visit among the tombs of their departed relatives, 
whom they did not seem to think of as dead on this Holy Day of 
Obligation. Claude had heard that, in Barataria, where the lights in 
the cemeteries were reflected in the Bayou des Oies, and the people, 
led by their priests, circulated, singing, among their newly white- 
washed tombs all night, the spectacle was an unforgettable one and 
he could well believe it. Still he did not see how it could have the 
same supernal quality as the one at Lacombe, where the graveyards, 
large and small, were secluded in the forests, and you came to a 
lighted clearing when you least expected it, if you did not know 
your way, or caught a fleeting glimpse of radiance, which made you 
think of feus follets, somewhere in the distance. ... 

“Td like very much to go,” she said simply. 

“You would!” 

“Yes. I’ve always wanted to, ever since I first heard about it. But 
you never asked me before.” 

He stared at her, too astonished to speak. Here was something 
Lavinia had wanted to do for years, something that he could have 
made it possible for her to do, and he had never even thought of 
such a thing. 

“Of course, I’ve an added reason for wanting to go now,” she went 
on. “Naturally, your mother would feel badly to have you go alone 
and there doesn’t seem to be anyone else who could go with you.” 
He wished, momentarily, that she had said, “Naturally, you don’t 
want to go alone,” but his tinge of regret because she thought of his 
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mother and not of him was swallowed up in his sense of rejoicing, 
because she actually was going, for whatever reason. Then she said 
something that put a sudden damper on his joy. 

“Pm going back to New Orleans in a few weeks and——” 

“You're going back to New Orleans!” 

“Yes. Mother’s willing and she’s talked Father into being willing, 
too. The danger from yellow fever is practically over already, and 
Mile Haydee has invited me to come and stay at the maisonette 
again and go on with my music lessons. But what I started to say 
was, when you interrupted me, that you could come to the Labadies’ 
— Fm sure they’d be delighted to have you again — and spend the 
night. Then we could take a morning train for Slidell — there is a 
morning train, isn’t there? — and have dinner with your family there 
before we went on to Lacombe. What’s their name? Bachemin? 
Well, the Bachemins would be glad to have us for dinner, wouldn’t 
they? And to have us spend the night, too? And I suppose they'd 
lend us a horse and buggy to go to Lacombe?” 

“OF course,” Claude said, over and over again, in answer to her 
questions. He could not find the words to say anything else. He was 
still too stupefied. He had thought it would be so hard, and it had 
been so easy. Perhaps everything would come out all right after all, 
and not in the dim distant future, either, Very soon. 

All through the golden weather of early autumn, they went on 
outings together: bicycle parties to the Crowley Pumping Plant; 
boating trips on Bayou Nezpique; visits to the springs at Pointe-aux- 
Loups; picnics in the woods near Lake Arthur. To be sure, all these 
outings were made in groups and not in the solitude à deux which 
Claude craved; but he was spending more and more time in Lavinia’s 
company, and occasionally he did succeed in detaching her from the 
party; she nearly always seemed gay and friendly. 

Even after Lavinia went to New Orleans, he continued, by taking 
night trains, to be with her almost weekly, and he lived from one 
meeting to the next. She never again suggested going to the water- 
front, and he told himself, with growing conviction, that she had 
really forgotten about Fleex at last; moreover, to his immense satis- 
faction, she had not resumed her courses at Sophie Newcomb; in- 
stead, besides her music and French lessons with Mile Haydee, she 
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was continuing her study of art with a private teacher. This seemed 
to Claude an infinitely less binding arrangement than a connection 
with a college. 

Claude arrived in New Orleans on October 3oth in time to take 
Lavinia out to dinner at Antoine’s. The next morning, he rose and 
went to Mass and Communion. When he returned to take her to 
the train, there was a new quality in the sense of exaltation which 
had pervaded his being ever since she had agreed to make the pil- 
grimage with him. 

They reached the home of his maternal uncle, Cénas Bachemin, 
in comfortable time for the ample dinner that had been provided for 
them, and Claude could see that Lavinia was making a favourable 
impression on his mother’s family from the very first. The 
Bachemins had already been over to Lacombe, they assured Claude; 
he would find everything in order at the family lot — ground cleared, 
tombs whitewashed, candles in place. They would not go again that 
evening; but the buggy would be brought around at four — why, it 
was almost that now! They were sure Claude could manage all right 
without them. Though Cénas spoke in a grave tone, appropriate for 
the discussion of tombs, he could not refrain from giving Claude a 
knowing look, behind Lavinia’s back; and when Claude responded 
with a smile, Cénas permitted himself to wink. 

The sun was still fairly high in the heavens when the buggy was 
brought around, Without questioning him, Lavinia allowed Claude 
to help her into it; but when, almost immediately after starting, he 
took an abrupt right-angle turn in the road and headed towards 
Lacombe, she looked at him inquiringly. 

“I thought you said the grave lighting didn’t start until dark.” 

“Just dark, not goad dark. We'd best start now if we aim to see 
the beginning. And anyway, I thought you seemed interested when 
1 told you that the sunsets here are kind of special when you see 
them through the pines. But I don’t need to tell you they don’t last 
all that long.” 

“No, Mother’s often said one of the things she misses most in 
Louisiana is the long twilights.” 

“She doesn’t miss the long winters though, does she?” Claude 
inquired with a grin. He thought he had probably scored there. But 
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he was mistaken. It was certainly hard, he reflected, to score with 
Lavinia. 

“Yes, she does. It’s only on Father’s account that she’s glad of the 
milder climate. Of course, she’d be glad of anything that was good 
for him, or helpful to him in any way. But she says she used to love 
the cold darkness closing in, after the long twilight, and the sense 
of being snug and secure, in a warm room, after the chores were 
done, no matter how freezing it was outside. I think she’s still a 
Mid-westerner at heart.” 

“I believe you are, too.” 

“What makes you say that? How do you know what Mid- 
westerners are like, anyway?” 

“Good Lord, Crowley’s full of them, isn’t it? Full of people who 
were Mid-westerners and only came south because they thought 
they’d better themselves by doing it, not for any love of Louisiana — 
just the way your father did.” 

“Don’t you dare say anything against my father! He’s one of the 
most intelligent, hard working, persevering men that ever lived. If 
it hadn’t been for him and men like him——” 

“I didn’t say anything against your father. I know he’s a wonder- 
ful man, I only——” 

“What about the people who were trying to sell the land that was 
going begging and the ‘house lots’ in a city that didn’t even exist? 
They couldn’t get anyone in Louisiana to take them as a gift! If it 
hadn’t been for the Mid-westerners they’d have been ruined — their 
great ‘real estate’ venture would have been a complete washout. I'd 
like to know if they weren’t trying to better themselves, when they 
put all those ads. in our weekly papers!” 

As usual, Lavinia’s reasoning was all too sound. She was angry, 
but it was the sort of anger which only served to increase the clarity 
and conviction with which she was always able to argue a point. 
Claude did not even try to retort. He was too discouraged. For 4 
few moments they jogged along in silence, and when Claude glanced 
surreptitiously in Lavinia’s direction, he noticed that her cheeks were 
somewhat flushed and that her lips were set in a straight line. The 
flush was becoming and inviting; but the expression of her mouth 
was forbidding. 
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It was Lavinia who broke the strained silence and, when she did 
so, she slipped her arm through his and drew a little closer to him. 
The effect of this unexpected gesture was so heady that it took a 
minute or two for Claude to recover enough to answer her next re- 
mark collectedly. 

“There it is! The lovely light you told me about! Oh, Claude, it 
is beautiful — that crimson sky behind those dark pines. I’m glad we 
came!” 

“You mean — just so we could see that light?” 

“No, of course not. We’re going to see lots of other things, too, 
aren’t we?” 

She withdrew her arm and his excitement slackened, his soaring 
spirits fell. So that was all it was, still, as far as Lavinia was con- 
cerned. They had not come to be together, they had not come to 
share a magic spell. Well, he might have known it was merely her 
usual response to the stimulating, the exotic... . 

“Yes,” he said flatly, “we're going to see lots of other things, too. 
We'll see groups of people starting for the cemeteries any moment 
now, walking along the road and carrying their candles and their 
flowers.” 

He had hardly finished speaking when just such a group came into 
view around a bend. As these people were walking in the same 
direction as the buggy, only their backs were visible. But presently 
another group appeared, coming from the opposite direction, their 
faces in plain view beneath their scarves and hats. A few, who were 
bare-headed, had straight black hair, and Lavinia asked an interested 
question. 

“You said these people were Indians?” 

“I said many of them were part Indian. There was a Choctaw 
settlement here before there were any whites, or any blacks, either. 
There aren't many pure-bred Indians left, though, or any pure-bred 
French or Negroes, for that matter.” 

“Then nearly all these poor people are cross-breeds?” 

“I suppose so.” 

“That has a sad side to it, hasn’t it? I mean, none of them like to 


be called Negroes, do they?” 
“No, not at all. They won’t go to the Negro schools or the Negro 
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churches. That was a Negro church we passed, just a few minutes 
ago. Probably you didn’t notice it. There was no reason why you 
should have. There wasn’t a light in it.” 

“So the people who go there bring their lights here instead?” 

“You could put it that way. . . . We may as well follow the ones 
ahead of us and turn in at that wood road they’re taking. It’s sure to 
lead to a cemetery.” 

The two groups had converged and were slowly disappearing 
amidst the underbrush which rose, in a tangled mass, beneath the tall 
dark trees. To Lavinia, this underbrush looked impenetrable; she 
could not understand how the people who had aroused her pity could 
force their way through it. But no snapping or crashing sounds pro- 
claimed their progress; only the faint gleam from the candles they 
were beginning to light revealed it; and when Claude turned the 
buggy again, the girl could see a narrow clearing, hardly wider than 
a path, which seemed to lead nowhere except into the depths of a 
forest. It immediately proved to be as rough as it was narrow; 
exposed roots humped over it and recent rains had made ridges on 
it and furrows in it. Their faithful old horse plodded slowly along, 
but occasionally he stumbled; and though Claude drove as carefully 
as he could, it was impossible to prevent almost incessant jolting and 
jarring. The crimson light was fading with its accustomed swiftness, 
but it was not quite gone, even yet; and above the pale rose which 
still lingered after the radiant glow, a few stars had appeared, and 
a young moon was swinging up into the calm sky as this darkened 
from pale turquoise to deep sapphire. It was very still. Only the 
quiet tread of the marching people and the creaking of the buggy 
penetrated the silence; and even these, like the minor sound of the 
horse’s hooves, seemed muffled in some mysterious way by the en- 
gulfing forest. The marchers did not speak to each other, except in 
whispers. When Lavinia spoke again, unconsciously she whispered, 
too. 

“Are you sure we're on the right road?” 

“We must be. If those people ahead of us didn’t know this ted 
to a cemetery, they wouldn’t be taking it.” 

“And you've taken it before, too, haven’t you?” 

“Yes, Dozens of times.” 
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“Is it much further?” 

“I don’t think so. J think in a minute or two you'll see a clearing, 
with more lights. These people ahead of us probably aren’t the first 
ones to come and they won’t be the last. The early comers will have 
started placing their candles around the graves already. It’s surpris- 
ing how much light they give. Anyway, you’re not afraid of the 
dark, are you?” 

“No, of course not.” 

“Nor of anything else?” 

“No, but——” 

He noticed she did not say, “Of course not,” a second time and 
the ‘but’ seemed significant, He tried to look at her more closely, 
to see if her lips were still closed in the same firm line as before. 
However, at first, there was not enough light for him to do so. 
Then, as the first glimmer from the clearing came within range, he 
saw that there had, indeed, been a change in her expression. Her 
lips were slightly parted now and he thought they were trembling 
a little, too. He reined in his horse. 

“I think this is about as far as we can go in the buggy. I’m going 
to turn it out of the road a little, if I can, and hitch Mac to a tree. 
Wait a second, and I'll help you down.” 

She did not decline his proffered help, though he knew well 
enough that she, did not need it. Dozens of times he had seen her 
rise buoyantly from her seat and spring lightly to the ground, But 
this time, though she was as nimble as ever, she landed in his arms. 
She made no show of trying to disengage herself and neither did he 
try to detain her. He realized that she was not thinking of him at 
all, just then. She was looking back, over the rough road, where, 
sure enough, another group, larger than the other two, was now 
advancing. Then she turned towards the clearing and, after gazing 
at it in silence for a moment, walked slowly towards it, wonderment 
in her face. 

The great square, surrounded on every side by tall trees, had sud- 
denly opened up before her. A few tombs, freshly whitewashed, rose 
starkly above the bare ground; but these were the exception. For the 
most part, the woodland cemetery embraced only graves, laid out in 
neat rows with narrow aisles between the rows, each grave encased 
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in a low white wooden frame and outlined with candles, nearly all 
of which were already burning brightly. The people who had entered 
the enclosure while Claude was hitching his horse had gone rapidly 
from grave to grave, illuminating the ones for which they were 
responsible; they had also placed great clusters of flowers, most of 
them artificial, in front of the tombstones or on the graves them- 
selves. In the latter case, they painstakingly avoided any disturbance 
of the crosses, made from small twigs of evergreens, which had 
already been laid lengthwise on the slight elevations of earth framed 
by the wooden copings. By and large, the candle lighting and flower 
laying were done in silence; but when the work was nearly finished, 
groups began to form again and, at last, there was the renewed 
sound of voices, subdued at first, but gradually growing louder. Some 
of the mourners were speaking only in French to each other — not a 
patois, but a language which, though somewhat localized as to certain 
expressions, was still clear and pure. Other groups were talking in 
equally limpid, English. Only occasionally was there an exchange of 


comments or greetings in Negro dialect, Some of these were re- 
proachful. 


“Which you’ first wife’s grave, Montie?” 

“Cain’t rightly remember. Over yonder some place.” 

“ ‘Over yonder some place!’ And you makin’ out you love her so 
you like to die of grief when she passed on.” 

“Cain’t nobody grieve for ever.” 

Certainly the speaker did not seem to be doing so. He had his arm 
firmly around a comely girl, one of the few dressed in noticeably 
bright colours. 

Lavinia had gone on a little ahead of Claude now and he had to 
walk quickly in order to catch up with her, At first the people to 
whom the cemetery belonged had left the two strangers severely 
alone, not exactly avoiding them or treating them as intruders, but 
letting them see, very plainly, that they were aliens in a gathering 
otherwise communal. Now a neatly dressed man, clearly of Indian 
extraction, detached himself from his companions and spoke to them. 

“You want to see Pa George’s grave, don’t you?” 

a know. Is there something special about it that we should 
see 
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It was Lavinia who spoke. The bronze-faced man looked at Claude 
instead of her as he answered. 

“Maybe you wouldn’t think so. We do though. We make a grave 
for Pa George every year.” 

“You make a grave for him every year! Why should you do that?” 

The man sighed softly. It was plain to him that this strange young 
lady did not, and either would not or could not understand. Again 
he looked at Claude, this time hopefully, 

“Because he hasn’t got one of his own. No one knows where Pa 
George is buried or if he’s buried at all. Pa George was drowneded 
and we never found his body. So every year we fix him a grave, like 
I said. 1°ll show it to you.” 

Without waiting for them to accept or decline his offer, he led the 
way to a corner at the extreme end of the cemetery, where a ‘grave’ 
was heaped high with flowers. Evidently the candles on it had been 
among the first to be lighted, for some of them had burned almost 
down to their sockets and some had already gone out. A kneeling 
woman was carefully replacing these with fresh ones. She went 
quietly on with her task, not looking up at the approach of visitors. 

“Do you know where he was drowned?” Claude asked the Indian, 
feeling that he should say something and not knowing what else 
to say. 

“Somewhere on the bayou. It runs right back of us here. You can 
see it if you step that way. Before we had our road, we brought our 
dead here in pirogues to bury them. Unless we never found them, like 
Pa George.” 

“Would you like to see the bayou?” Claude asked, turning to 
Lavinia. 

“No, thank you. I think . . . That is, we’ve seen all the cemetery 
now, haven’t we? I think I’d like to leave.” 

So it had been in vain, after all. She had felt something of the 
spell, while they were going through the woods and when she first 
saw the clearing. But it had not been strong enough to hold her- 
Claude thanked the man who had told them about Pa George 
and started up the nearest aisle, between the rows of lighted 


candles, Suddenly Lavinia stopped and spoke to him in a hushed 
voice, 
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“Have you noticed how many of the graves are very small? So 
many poor little babies . . .” 

He had not noticed it before, but now that she spoke of it, he did. 
Perhaps that was what had upset her. Perhaps the thought of little 
lives snuffed out, many of them doubtless through lack of enlightened 
care, had made her feel there was more tragedy in this place than 
she could bear. But he did not ask her and she did not tell him. It 
was not until they were back in the buggy, jolting over the rough 
road again, that she asked another question. 

“Are we going to any more cemeteries like that one?” 

He hesitated. “Just as you say. The larger ones are all more or 
less alike, except that, in some, the Negroid strain shows up most 
among the mourners, in some the Indian, in some the French. And, 
of course, there are a lot of little cemeteries, too, where just one 
family is buried. But there’s a good deal of sameness to those, too. 
J think when you’ve been to ours——” 

“Shouldn’t we have gone there first? After all, that was the one 
we came on purpose to visit!” 

“I know, But I wanted to keep that for the last.” 

“Why, Claude?” 

He hesitated again, and then blundered along, conscious that he 
was expressing himself inadequately. “I thought you’d enjoy seeing 
the big ones — well, not enjoy them exactly, because of course there’s 
always something sad about a cemetery. But I thought you’d find 
them thrilling — the setting and the lights and the crowds,” 

“You were right. I did find them thrilling.” 

“Tm glad. . . . But I didn’t think there’d be anything personal 
in the way they affected you. And I thought perhaps there might be, 
in the little cemetery where my mother’s people are buried.” 

“You're right about that, too, Claude.” 

He was comforted and encouraged by the sudden gentleness of 
her voice. “There won’t be any crowds now,” he went on. “Just 
you and me. I wanted it that way at the end, after the sun had gone 
down and it wasn’t first evening any more. I wanted to be alone 
with you and my people when night came on.” 

“I think I can see what you mean.” 

Again they drove on without speaking to each other and this time 
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the silence was longer. At last, Claude slowed down by the side of 
the road. 

“There it is, a few hundred feet back.” 

Lavinia followed the general direction of his gaze. At first, she 
could see nothing except a blur of radiance and something large and 
white looming up in the midst of darkness. Then she was aware of 
a huge white tomb, brilliantly illuminated, and a low, lighted 
rectangle, which must mark a grave, on either side of it. Beyond one 
of these rectangles rose a tall white cross and all were encircled by 
the overhanging branches of pine trees. Above them, the moon and 
stars shone brightly in a sky which was now as black and smooth 
as onyx, 

“It’s very beautiful,” Lavinia said softly. 

“I hope you won’t find the going too rough, getting to it. There 
isn’t any road. In fact, there isn’t even much of a footpath. Two or 
three times a year, a man we've hired hacks his way through the 
underbrush and clears up the cemetery. Just before Toussaint the 
tombs are whitewashed. Uncle Cénas has always seen to that, ever 
since maman and papa moved away. Then on Toussaint itself, the 
candles are lighted. Maman and papa have always done that them- 
selves, until now, but Uncle Cénas arranged to have it done today, 
by Emil Gremillion, who lives nearby, so that you and I would 
have a chance to go to one of the larger cemeteries first and still find 
candles lighted when we got here. They don’t burn all that 
ong.” 

a hope your mother won’t mind because you didn’t do it your- 
self.” 

“No, she won’t mind. Probably she won’t even ask. But if she 
does, I’ll tell her why Uncle Cénas had it done for me and she'll 
be pleased to think you had a chance to see more of the Lacombe 
celebration than if we'd only come here.” 

“Well, now that we are here, aren’t you going to help me out of 
the buggy?” 

“I warned you, there isn’t even a decent path.” 

“If a man can get through the underbrush, I can. Fm not as big as 
the average man, I don’t need as much room.” 

“Then you really want to go there?” 


243 


“Of course that’s what I want. That’s what I came for.” 

There was enough light now, from the luminous sky, for him to 
see her expression, and he could not doubt that she was telling him 
the truth. He guided the buggy closer to the underbrush, located a 
tree to which he could hitch Mac and stepped down. Then he held 
out his arms and Lavinia sprang into them. This time they closed 
around her, pressing her close to him, and she remained quiescent 
in his embrace. He could have kissed her now, he realized, and she 
would not have resisted that, either. But even while he held her, he 
realized that the moment for this, though it might be near, had not 
yet come. He released her. 

“The path won’t be wide enough for us to go abreast,” he said. 
“So PI lead the way. But you’d better keep hold of my hand. And 
mind the roots. Don’t try to hurry.” 

They could not have hurried, even if they had tried. It was rough 
going, and several times Claude stopped and asked Lavinia if she 
wanted to turn back. Each time she said briefly that she did not. 
When they finally reached the clearing, her shirt-waist was torn, the 
coils of her hair were loosened and her face was scratched. In spite 
of the solemnity of the setting, Claude looked at her with something 
akin to amusement. 

“Do you know this is the first time I’ve ever seen you when you 
didn’t look as neat as a pin?” he asked, 

“This is the first time you’ve ever taken me through a bramble- 
bush. How did you expect me to look?” 

“T didn’t expect. I didn’t feel sure you'd come. But I don’t mind 
telling you I’m very pleased that you did and that I think you look 
aia wonderful ~ about a thousand times prettier than you ever did 

efore, 

He gazed at her with eyes of love, and almost instantly he knew 
that there was something akin to love in the eyes that met his. Per- 
haps it had been there earlier and he had been too blind to see it. 
No matter; he saw it now. He was sure of it. Lavinia smiled and his 
heart missed a beat, 

“The standard of that cross is big 
isn’t it?” she asked. “There wouldn’t 
doing that, would there?” 


enough for us to sit down on, 
be anything sacrilegious about 
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“Of course not, And we can stay as long as you want to.” 

She seated herself at the foot of the cross and he sat down beside 
her and put his arm around her again. 

“I want to stay long enough to hear about your people who are 
here,” she said quietly. 

He noticed she did not say “your people who are buried here.” 
She had begun to feel that close communion with the dead which 
made them seem alive again, and which gave those who were really 
living that sense of shared immortality, just as he had hoped she 
would and as he had feared she would not. 

“Well,” he said, “my great-grandfather, André de Bachemin, was 
a French officer, on the Colonial Governor’s staff. I guess he cut 
quite a figure in New Orleans, and it seems like he played the field 
for a while. But none of the belles in his own crowd who set their 
caps for him had any luck in tying him down. Then one day when 
he was passing by the Treme Market he saw a very beautiful girl 
sitting between two squaws. Most of the women who came to this 
market with their wares were Lacombe Indians. But this particular 
girl plainly wasn’t an Indian and André was rather intrigued at 
seeing her among them. So he made inquiries and found out that she 
was the daughter of a white market-hunter.” 

“A market-hunter?” 

“Yes. A man who hunted on purpose to supply the market. It 
wasn’t an unusual occupation in those days. This one was rather a 
lone wolf. No one knew very much about him — where he had come 
from or what his real name was; and he didn’t seem to have any 
family except this one daughter, Auriette. However, it didn’t take 
the officer long to find him. The market-hunter went parading up 
and down the street, with his gun on his shoulder and eight or ten 
pairs of fat ducks draped over the long barrel. His daughter was a 
great help to him — she attracted a good deal of attention herself and 
she could keep more of his game on display, when she was seated 
among the squaws, than he could sport on his gun. André bought a 
couple of mallards from him, and then said casually he wished he 
had some pappabottes to go with them. The hunter said all right, 
come along, or something of the sort, and took him right up to the 
girl. It was as simple as that — to start with.” 
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“But it didn’t stay simple?” ; 

“No. André almost immediately suggested that he’d like the girl 
for a placée and came mighty near getting shot for the suggestion. 
You know what a placée was, don’t you, Lavinia? I’m almost sure 
the Labadies’ house must have been built for one and probably 
they’ve told you.” 

“Yes, they have. They explained that a placée was a girl who had a 
‘protector’ to whom she wasn’t married, but who took good care of 
her,” Lavinia said with suitable reticence. “Never mind what the 
Labadies told me though. Go on with your story. I’m very much 
interested in it.” 

“Are you really? And you’re not uncomfortable, sitting here so 
long? Or cold or —or anything?” 

“No, na, no! So I suppose, when he found he couldn’t get her any 
other way, the French officer married the beautiful girl who sold 
him the game that her father shot?” 

“He was only too glad to marry her, He was terribly in love with 
her. He just hadn’t thought of it that way at first. But he was furious 
when none of his fine friends would have anything to do with her. 
So he resigned his commission and shook the dust of New Orleans 
from his feet and went into partnership with his father-in-law. Then 
he built a house for his bride in Lacombe, where she could be among 
the Indians who were so fond of her.” 

“And they lived happily ever after?” 

“I guess they would have. But you see, Auriette died the next year 
when ~ when her baby was born.” 

“And that was when the beautiful tomb was built? On purpose 
for her?” 

“Yes. Her husband said she should have the finest tomb in 
Lacombe, even a finer one than any of those people in New Orleans 
whe had been so mean to her. He got the materials for it himself 
and built it himself. And of course, when he died, he was buried 
there with her. The baby was my grandfather —he and his wife are 
buried in the smaller tombs on either side. But maman told papa 
years ago that, when she died, she wanted to be buried in the big 
one with André and Auriette. She says André would have known she 
was worthy of respect, even if she did pioneer on a prairie and didn’t 
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have much book learning. Just as he knew that Auriette was worthy 
of respect, even if he found her sitting in a market among the 
squaws. Maman wants papa to put another inscription on the tomb, 
underneath Auriette’s epitaph, and worded just like that one, except 
for the names and dates.” 

The candles were burning low now. Lavinia put her hand on 
Claud’s arm and spoke softly. 

“I didn’t look at the inscription when we came in and I can’t see 
it clearly from here. Will you tell me what it says?” 


‘* “AURIETTE DE BACHEMIN 
EPOUSE BIEN AIMEE 
DU 
CHEVALIER ANDRE DE BACHEMIN 
SON VEUF INCONSOLABLE 
ERIGE CE MONUMENT 
A LA MEMOIRE 
D’UN ESPRIT PUR FIDÈLE ET COURAGEUX 
JUSQUA LA MORT.’ ” 


“ ‘Beloved wife, pure of spirit, brave and faithful until death,’”’ 
Lavinia whispered. “Yes, I—1 think I understand why your mother 
wants to be buried in that tomb. And I think she ought to be — that 
she deserves to be. When she dies, you'll bring her here, won’t you, 
Claude?” 

“Tve promised, And you'll come with me then, too, won’t you, 
Lavinia?” 

He was conscious of the tears on her face when she lifted it fot 
his kiss. But he did not try to question their cause. It was enough 
for him that she did not draw away when he took her in his arms. 
The candles sank lower and lower in their sockets, Neither Claude 
nor Lavinia knew when these flickered for the last time and went 
out one by one. 
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PART SIX 





Lavinia, Chude and Fleex 


November, 1895 — November, 1905 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


( ) LAUDE was still in a state of ecstasy when they started back 


to New Orleans the following day and, though Lavinia was 
very silent in the course of the trip, he neither thought this 
strange nor took it amiss. He knew that she must be tired, not only 
because the emotional experience of the previous night might well 
have left her exhausted, but also for the less dramatic reason that she 
had taken a tiring journey and had almost no chance to rest, He was 
pleased, rather than disturbed, when she went quietly to sleep with 
her head resting on her hand, until they were almost into New 
Orleans. When she finally woke, looking first confused and then 
startled, he spoke to her soothingly. 
“You've had a nice nap, honey. I reckon you needed it, You were 
plumb worn out. I’ll see you home, of course, but I won’t come 


in. . . . You'll go back to Crowley with me tomorrow though, won’t 
you?” 


“Why —I hadn’t thought. Do you want me to?” 

He laughed happily. “I don’t want to let you out of my sight, not a 
minute that I can help it. But that’s not the only reason I want you to 
go back to Crowley with me. I want to tel] your folks and mine that 
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you're going to marry me and I want you there with me when I 
do it.” 

“All right. I guess I should be. But I can’t get ready to leave New 
Orleans for good tomorrow morning, Claude. I couldn’t wind things 
up that fast~arrange to stop my lessons and pay my bills and say 
good-bye to everyone who’s been kind to me.” 

“TIl wait over a day, if that would help.” 

“It would help. But I couldn’t do everything there is to do in just 
one extra day. I couldn’t even get packed. I’ll have to come back to 
do that because — well, because I seem to be awfully tired.” 

“All right. l'll wait for you, but I won’t come around bothering 
you until evening. You take the extra day now, just to rest and tell 
your teachers and your friends that you’re needed at home. You don’t 
have to tell them why. I’d rather the family knew first, wouldn’t 

ou?” 
i “I guess so,” Lavinia said again. Then, more positively, she added 
quickly, “Yes, of course, I would.” 

“All right. We’ll go home together and tell them, Then, later on, 
you can come back and pay your bills and do your packing and all 
that. I’ll come with you. We’ll have another nice trip together.” 

The next twenty-four hours dragged by slowly, but he kept his 
promise and did not go to the Labadies’ house until the follow- 
ing evening. Mignon, who opened the door for him, grinned 
broadly in welcome as usual, but handed him a note while she talked 
to him. 

“Po’ li’l Miz Viney, she wore out an’ that’s a fact. She ben mos’ 
crazy with the headache. Ah ben sittin’ by her, puttin’ old handker- 
chief wrung out in cologne water and ice on her head an’ tellin’ her 
she’d feel better when the sun went down. Sho’ nuff, she gone to 
sleep now. You ain’ goin’ fo’ to wake her up, is you, Mr. Claude?” 

“No, of course not,” he said, speaking in a flat voice and opening 
the note. It was very brief : 


“Dear CLAUDE, 
Pm sorry, but I just don’t seem able to get up. I never had 
a headache before in my life, but this one has me beaten. Mignon 
says she thinks it’ll pass in the night and I hope so. If it does, PI 
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get up early and pack enough things to last me until I can get 
back for the others. Don’t try to come here in the morning. PH 
meet you at the train unless the miserable old head won't let me. 
If I’m not there, please go ahead without me and I’ll come on to 
Crowley the first day I can and let you know beforehand when 
that will be. 
Love, 
Lavinia.” 


He walked slowly away and spent an almost sleepless night, the 
prey to all sorts of vague worries. It was true that, as far as he knew, 
Lavinia had never had a headache before; could she be sickening for 
something? . . . And the note, besides bearing the ill tidings of her 
indisposition, did not read to him like a love letter; most girls, even 
if they were not feeling well, would make their first written message 
to their fiancés reveal their happiness in their betrothal—or so he sup- 
posed. Did she feel she had acted too impulsively under the spell of 
the Toussaint celebration? 

The fears that had long been dormant in Claude’s mind and that 
had been lulled into blessed oblivion the night of Toussaint were 
suddenly and violently aroused. Was she thinking about Fleex again, 
yearning for him again, after having put him out of her thoughts so 
successfully that she had almost forgotten him? Or had she put him 
out of her thoughts, Aad she almost forgotten him? This was what 
Claude had thankfully assumed for some time and this was what her 
surrender at Toussaint seemed to confirm. Surely what had happened 
then could not have served to resurrect a dead love for another man! 
She had never embraced Fleex as she had embraced him, Claude, 
beside that candle-lit tomb, or been so embraced, by Fleex or any 
other man, except Claude himself, On that, Claude would have taken 
his oath. Though he was not her first love, at least he was her first 
lover. He tried to take comfort from this certainty throughout his 
tormented night... . 

To his unspeakable relief and not a little to his surprise, Lavinia 
was already waiting for him at the station when he reached there the 
following morning. She greeted him with apparent pleasure, assured 
him that Mignon had been right, her headache had begun to improve 
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the minute the sun went down, and that now she had had a good 
night’s sleep, she had never felt better in her life. She chatted com- 
panionably all the way to Crowley, confirmed her willingness to 
have Claude tell their respective families about their engagement 
immediately. . 

Both the Winslow and the Villac families were delighted with the 
news, but there was a decided difference of opinion regarding the 
length of time which should elapse before the wedding. Mary and 
Brent said firmly that it was impractical for this to take place before 
spring. It would require several months, Mary insisted, to prepare a 
proper trousseau. Brent might have objected to such a stipulation as 
representing a waste of both time and money, if he had not been 
equally determined that Lavinia should begin her married life in a 
home of her own, and that this should be the finest residence in 
Crowley. 

“I couldn’t take my wife to a nice house when we were married,” 
he said stubbornly, “and when we came to Louisiana, she didn’t 
even have rudimentary comforts, the first year. She hasn’t any more 
than the bare essentials of comfort now —can’t have, out here on the 
farm, and this is where we've got to live—where we want to live, as 
far as that goes.” He paused to glance around the cluttered sitting 
room, with the sheaves of rice drooping over the pictures and his 
measuring board wedged between his pigeon-hole desk and his wife’s 
sewing machine. The look conveyed no discontent or discourage- 
ment; there was something akin to dedication in it, though Claude 
was too young to realize this; but there was also a consciousness that, 
though the room represented industry and progress, it was neither 
commodious nor beautiful, and Claude did realize that. “This is 
where my work is, this is my home,” Brent continued, turning to 
look squarely at Claude. “But your work isn’t out on a farm; it’s in a 
town that’s growing by leaps and bounds. And that’s where your 
home and Lavinia’s is going to be. I can afford to give my daughter 
the best there is and there’s no reason why she can’t have most of the 
modern conveniences in Crowley now. Besides, I’m not thinking just 
of the present; I want the place I build for her to be her permanent 
home, one she'll be just as proud of at forty as at twenty. And it takes 
time to build the kind of house I have in mind.” 
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“Ts it the same kind of house Lavinia has in mind?” Claude ven- 
tured to inquire. 

“It is,” Brent said shortly. Then, recognizing that he had been un- 
necessarily abrupt, he added, more agreeably, “Of course, Lavinia 
wants you to be pleased with the plans, too, Claude, and I think you 
will be. We’ll go over them together.” 

“Well, thanks,” Claude answered, speaking rather shortly in his 
turn. “Is it all right to ask ~is the location decided on, too?” 

“I wanted to give Lavinia one of the two lots her father bought in 
my name when we first came to Crowley,” Mary interposed. “That is, 
subject to your approval, too, Claude. But Mr. Winslow doesn’t think 
that’s a good idea, for several reasons. For one thing, he doesn’t think 
it would be big enough. So then, I suggested that I give her both 
lots, and he said he still wanted some town property kept in my 
name and that, anyway, the two wouldn’t give room enough, either.” 

“For heaven’s sake, how much room does he think we need?” 

“Well, of course, you'll want a stable for at least two horses, and 
land enough for both a vegetable garden and a flower garden and 
pasturage for a cow.” 

Claude looked from his future parents-in-law to his betrothed, 
hoping for help. 

“I want to get married,” he said. “Pd like some say in how and 
where I’m going to live, for the principle of the thing—any man 
would. But when you get right down to it, I really don’t care very 
much, as long as Lavinia is satisfied. What I don’t like is being put 
off like this. It’s taken me for ever to get Lavinia to say she’s marry 
me, and now you want me to wait for ever before she actually does 
it. I don’t think that’s fair.” 

“Not for ever, Claude. Just a few months,” Lavinia said. “You 
uae leave the mill now, right in the busiest season, long enough 

or us to take a wedding trip. Why, you had hard work persuading 
ree let you off long enough to go to Lacombe!” 

“A wedding trip! Wher ; ; 
e BETE F r e do you want to go on a wedding trip? Is 
ete iene eee 
Herr aa i a ne saa i ad had yet. But we can do 

> . ould you think of New York?” 
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“New York!” Claude exclaimed. If she had suggested the South 
Sea Islands, he could hardly have been more surprised. Most of the 
honeymoon couples of his acquaintance, who took any kind of a 
trip, did not go farther away than Lake Arthur or Pointe-aux-Loups 
and did not prolong their stay beyond a week; many went immedi- 
ately to their own little cottage after the celebration connected with 
the buggy wedding had ended, as Annette and Pierre had done. 
Claude looked at Lavinia in consternation. 

“Well, New Orleans wouldn’t be any special treat to me any 
more,” she said, as if that were the nearest point she had been con- 
sidering. “But if the idea of New York doesn’t appeal to you, I’d be 
willing to go to Washington, instead, I thought maybe we could do 
both — that is, if we waited until the busy season at the mill is over.” 

“I don’t believe you really want to marry me. I think you just 
want a trousseau and a house and a trip,” Claude said, with sudden, 
uncontrollable anger. 

Of course, he was instantly sorry, not only because he would not 
voluntarily have been rude either to Lavinia or her parents or seemed 
ungrateful in the face of the Winslows’ generosity, but also because 
he knew Lavinia was quite capable of saying, if that was the way he 
was going to take it, perhaps, after all... . But he had hardly 
finished his muttered apology, when, to his great relief, all she said 
was she thought they had talked about future plans enough for the 
moment, and that it was a shame to waste such a lovely day indoors 
—what she wanted was a good gallop. Claude did not feel that horse- 
back riding offered ideal opportunities for love making, especially at 
the pace Lavinia, who rode better than he did, liked to cover the 
countryside; but at least it was preferable to heated argument which 
led to nothing but acrimony. The visit, made at Anne’s bedside, 
passed off pleasantly and uneventfully. It was not until his return, 
after seeing Lavinia home, that his mother called him back into her 
room and began to ask leading questions. 

“I got plenty pleasure, me, to see Lavinia this here evenin’, Claude, 
That young girl, her, she gets mo’ prettier all the while, yes. On top 
ever'thing else, she got plenty sense, an’ I guarantee you, me, she’s a 
good girl, too, But why she never said nothin’ ’bout when you two 
fixin’ to marry with each other, Aein? Not one li’l word she say, nor 
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neither you, Claude. Me an’ papa ain’t goin’ poke ’round, us, no, in 
w’at ain’t our business, but I got to admit we both been thinkin’ the 
weddin’ better be soon-soon, so you wouldn’t run into Advent. Ain’t 
that right, Claude?” 

“There isn’t any question of our running into Advent—or Lent, 
either, for that matter, Lavinia doesn’t want to get married until late 
spring.” 

With her characteristic gesture, Anne pulled herself upright among 
her pillows, wincing visibly as she did so. “Not till spring? Not till 
late-late spring? W’hat she means not till late-late spring? Ain’t that 
young girl Lavinia got good health, no?” 

“She’s in splendid health. But you see——” 

“You an’ me, we not talkin’ *bout the same things, us, Claude. We 
got a right not to be bashful, no, when it’s time to talk frankly, like a 
boy an’ his maman got a right to talk. W’at I mean, ain’t that young 
girl ready fo’ no man, her, like she got a right to be at her age? Ain’t 
she may be not wantin’ you or either no other man for a husban’?” 

“Of course, she is. Of course, she does,” Claude answered quickly. 
He was angry again partly because, to his intense annoyance, he was 
blushing, and partly because he did not feel too sure that his words 
carried conviction, Lavinia greeted him with a kiss, as a matter of 
course, whenever he went to see her now; but it was affectionate 
rather than ardent, and though he had tried to tell himself this was 
because at least one member of her family was apt to be present at the 
time of his arrival, he was not altogether successful; the kiss with 
which she bade him good night, at which time they were nearly 
always alone, was not prolonged or passionate, either, So far, he had 
not once succeeded in recapturing the mood or re-awakening the 
response that had glorified the night in the woods at Lacombe for 
him. 

“Then why she don’ go "head, her?” Anne persisted, breaking in 
on these unsatisfactory reflections. “I guarantee you, me, it ain’t you 
that’s holding back, no.” 

“No, I’ve said everything I could to persuade her to change her 
mind. And she won’t. Besides, it isn’t just Lavinia who’s holding 
back. Her mother doesn’t want her to get married until her trous- 
seau’s finished, and it seems that dozens and dozens of things have 
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to get made and embroidered—you probably understand about all 
that better than I do. And her father doesn’t want her to get mar- 
ried until he’s built her a great big house in Crowley on a huge lot 
that isn’t even bought yet. Then there’s still another hitch. Lavinia 
wants to go to New York and Washington for our honeymoon, and 
of course I can’t leave the mill, right in the busiest season.” 

“I ain’t never heard no such foolishness in all my whole life, me, 
no! W’at you say about that, Ursin?” 

Ursin had been peacefully sleeping, on his side of the bed, when his 
son came in. Now he roused himself to agree with his wife on all 
points, but most emphatically on the subject of the wedding 
journey. 

“Where she think you goin’ get money for some cuyonade like 
that?” he inquired. “She mebbe thinks it don’ cost plenty to go 
travellin’? I tell you, frankly, me, it cost like hell.” 

“Her grandfather’s offered to give us the trip. But I don’t want to 
be beholden to her family for everything. And I do have a little 
money saved up. I was putting something aside even before I got my 
raise and you know I’m getting eighty dollars a month now. I sup- 
pose I could manage that part. A nice ring costs plenty, too.” 

“Not all that much, no. It don’ take but only eight dollars fo’ the 
alliance, yes. You know w’at? We got a right to be settin’ a day soon, 
us, fo’ to go buy that.” 

“I wasn’t talking about the alliance. 1 was talking about a dia- 
mond solitaire in a Tiffany setting. That’s what Lavinia says all her 
stylish friends in New Orleans have when they get engaged. We're 
going to pick it out together at Griswolds’ when she goes back to get 
her things. I want her to have as nice a ring as any girl she knows— 
the same way her mother wants her to have nice clothes and her 
father wants her to have a nice house.” 

“I got no idea wat you talkin’ "bout, me, with you’ diamond 
solitary Tiffany settles. Somebody ‘round here is gone crazy, an’ I tell 
you frankly, it ain’t me, no. You know w’at? You goin’ send that 
young girl, that Lavinia, here to me. I’m goin’ have a talk with her.” 

“It won’t do any good. It’ll just make her mad.” 

“You hear me, Claude! You do like you’ maman say. You ain’t 
got so old an’ big yet, no, not you, so you know more an’ better than 
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wat maman an’ me knows. Maman got to say w’at she got in her 
mind, yes, an’ neither it won’t hurt that Miss Educate to hear it, no. 
An’ now it’s time to say good night an’ fais dodo.” 


Claude did not need to make an issue of having Lavinia see his 
mother. She still went back and forth between the Winslows’ house 
and the Primeaux’s as frequently and naturally as she had always 
done; and now that Anne was in bed so much of the time, her room 
had become the usual centre for visiting. The problem was to keep 
the other members of the family out of it while Anne spoke her 
mind, without letting them or Lavinia know there had been a definite 
plot to do this. But several days went by before the stage was set to 
suit either Claude or his mother, and a delay of this length, just then, 
seemed to him like an eternity. 

At last the opportune moment arrived. Ursin and Phares went to 
Rayne to buy lumber, and that meant they would also visit their 
relatives at the same time. Marcelite’s three children were all down 
with the mumps, so she could not leave the house, and Annette had 
gone to stay with her mother-in-law in Lafayette while shopping for 
her expected baby’s layette. Mezalee, in whom Claude confided, in- 
stantly showed herself co-operative and understanding. 

“Of course I’ll help, any way I can, Claude,” she assured him, in 
her gentle, pleasant way. “I know exactly how you feel about want- 
ing to get married.” 

“You do?” he blurted out in surprise. “Why, I didn’t know you 
wanted to get married! I thought——” 

“You thought I wanted to become a nun? Yes, and I’ve had to 
put it off, over and over again. That’s why I understand that it’s hard 
for you to wait.” 

He stared at his cousin, his astonishment tinged with sympathy. 
Yes, of course he remembered now th ae Cae ais 

, at she had said, years ago, she 
wanted to be a nun; but that was when Marcelite had become infatu- 
ated with Alcée, and everyone’s attention had been diverted by her 
headstrong and upsetting behaviour. Until so unexpectedly reminded, 
Claude had honestly forgotten that she had ever aspired to any other; 
it came as a complete surprise to him that the abandonment of a 
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vocation had been a source of lasting grief to her, that she still 
yearned for the dedicated detachment of a cloistral existence. 

“Why, Mezalee, it never occurred to me——” he began awk- 
wardly. Then, because he realized that whatever he said would be 
not only inadequate, but clumsy, he decided that it was useless to go 
on. “Well, anyway, thanks a lot.” He put his arm around her 
shoulder and patted it gently. As she looked up at him, smiling 
responsively, he thought there were tears in her eyes. But her lips 
were not even quivering. 


When Lavinia dropped in, later that same afternoon, Mezalee was 
weaving a coverlet. She stopped the loom and invited her caller’s 
opinion of the pattern. 

“Its lovely, Mezalee,” Lavinia said enthusiastically, “But then, 
everything you make is exquisite. I can run things up in a hurry, on 
the machine, but when it comes to any kind of handwork, I’m no 
good at it.” 

“No one can be good at everything,” Mezalee reminded her, with 
no apology for the triteness of the remark. ‘Think of all the other 
things you do well. Claude says you're the best rider and the best 
dancer in the parish and that, given a little more experience, you'll 
be one of the best cooks.” 

“Tm afraid he’s prejudiced. He enjoys riding and dancing with 
me, and he can’t wait to see that I get more experience in cooking.” 

“There isn’t any reason why he should, is there?” 

“No. Except that it takes time to get ready for the wedding and 
everything. You remember how it was with Annette.” 

“Yes, I remember.” Tactfully, Mezalee refrained from saying that 
these preparations had been made in short order, all things con- 
sidered. “I’m glad you like the bedspread,” she went on. “I meant to 
give it to you for a wedding present, if you did. And I’ve been mean- 
ing to tell you—I’d love to help with any hand sewing you want 
done. I could get through a lot of it in odd moments and, as you’ve 
just said, it isn’t one of the things you like to do best.” 

“T shouldn’t suppose you had any odd moments.” 

“You'd be surprised. But I'd better get on with this bedspread if 

I 


257 


I'm going to have it done in time. Won’t you go right on into Tante’s 
room? She’s all alone and I know she’d love to see you.” 

Anne did, indeed, appear to be delighted at the sight of her pro- 
spective daughter-in-law. She heaved herself up in bed with such 
apparent vigour, smiled so beamingly, and held out her arms with 
such an expansive gesture of welcome that Lavinia decided she must 
be feeling better than she had in a long while. Then she continued 
to hold the girl’s hand and stroke it affectionately from time to time, 
after Lavinia had drawn a chair up close to the bed and sat down. 

“Claude done tol’ me, him, all ’bout those fine-fine lots you’ papa 
bought,” Anne said enthusiastically. “You must be glad in you’ 
heart, yes, you got them a’ready, an’ don’ need to wait, no, to fin’ a 
good place for buildin’ a home. Did you mebbe bring the plans with 
you chère? I would be proud, me, to see how you’ house goin’ look, 
yes.” 

“Tm sorry, I didn’t. My Uncle Jonathan has them just now.” 

With admirable self-control, Anne refrained from comment. She 
had never cared for Jonathan Fant and she had said so more than 
once. But she realized this was not the moment to do it again. 

“He thought he could suggest some improvements in them and I 
was glad to have him, he has such good taste,” Lavinia went on. 
“But he'll bring them back the next time he comes over from St. 
Martinville and then I'll show them to you.” 

“I got to say I’m hopin’, me, he hurries, hurries, hurries,” Anne 
permitted herself to say. “Frank Blanc, him, is ready to get to work 
soon, soon, ain’t he? Monday ain’t too quick, no.” 

“Why, no! He has that house he’s promised to do for Jean Castex 
first and——” 

“Oh, Jean Castex, Jean Castex, Jean Castex! He ain’t no king, 
him. He don’ min’ waitin’, no. Why, he even say to Ursin how he 
don’ min’ livin’ in the house where he is at, him, for a while yet. It 
ain't like he got no house, same as you an’ Claude ain’t got one. Nor 
neither he ain’t waitin’, him, to marry nobody, no. But him an’ that 
Frank Blanc, too, I guarantee you, me, they knows how it is with 
young couples. They knows young folks got to hurry, now, an’ 
Frank told Ursin, too, him, he fixin’ to push you’ new house right 
fast-fast-fast.” 
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“I hadn’t any idea there was so much talk going on about my 
house.” 

Anne tightened the clasp on the hand she was holding. 

“Now you got to admit, yes,” she said genially, “everybody is 
glad-glad when a nice young boy an’ a nice young girl, them, is 
ready to marry. Everybody feels like they got to help out all they can, 
yes. I’m almost crazy, me, I got to lie here like some log, when I 
want to get up an’ help, ’specially when I got so much happy thinkin’, 
me. I say ‘Thank you Dieu Seigneur, I don’ got to worry none, me, 
’bout Claude like I got to worry ‘bout Odile, her. Claude got real 
good knowledge, when he fin’ the right girl, her, to make up his 
min’ he goin’ marry with her so soon like she say yes, her.’ Now she 
done said it, so there ain’t nothin’ to wait fo’ no mo’, no. That Odile, 
she don’ make up her min’, I tell you frankly, I think I'll be dead, 
me, biffo’ that girl make up her min’, an’ then I won’t never have no 
chance, no, to see her settled down like a young girl ought to be, her.” 

“Why, of course you will! What makes you say a thing like that?” 

“Account I am dyin’, me. You an’ me both knows it, us. An’ don’ 
you go wastin’ no sympathy on me, no. I don’ need nobody to feel 
sorry for me. I ain't afraid of w’at is comin’, not when I know for 
true that Claude, him, has got the right wife, the wife w’at is goin’ 
to make that boy happy, her. So I'll be dyin’ happy, me, with Claude 
an’ his wife settled down, them, in a fine new home that is a present 
from his wife’s people, so I can see them, me, start keepin’ house, 
with plenty-plenty room for a big family, an’ plenty-plenty room for 
company besides.” 

Lavinia did not answer. She could not deny that she knew Anne 
was dying; she had known it when Claude pleaded with her to go to 
Lacombe; she had heard Dr. Mouton speak of it half a dozen times 
to her father and mother. However, she had not realized before that 
Anne's condition should have any affect on her own plans. She had 
not been consciously selfish. But, since she was genuinely fond of 
Anne, she now reproached herself for her thoughtlessness. 

“I got to admit, me, that mostly I’m thinkin’ bout Claude,” Anne 
went on after a short silence which she seemed to feel in no way 
awkward or surprising. “But I’m thinkin’ bout Mezalee, too, some, 
me. She’s a good girl, that Mezalee, an’ it ain’t right, no, she should 
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give up her whole life to her cousins, no. Mebbe if they was brothers 
an’ sisters, yes. But not no cousins. Think how that girl looks, yes, 
an’ how she dresses an’ talks an’ acts, her. I got the idea, me, that’s 
partly on account of she ain’t never in this world forgot her maman 
was a lady, like that Marcelite, her, done forgot, an’ I hope she is 
good an’ ashamed of herself for it, me. But when it comes to Meza- 
lee, it ain’t only how she talk an’ act, no; it’s mostly on account she 
wants to be a nun.” Anne’s comment was a command; Lavinia had 
no alternative but to obey; and, with her essential honesty, she had 
to admit that Anne was right. Of course, Mezalee did not wear a 
habit; but she invariably dressed very simply, sometimes in grey with 
a white collar and cuffs and a white apron, but usually all in white, 
though this must have represented a tremendous amount of extra 
work for her, when she was already overburdened. Her expression 
was serene, even under the most adverse circumstances, and she never 
raised her voice, or spoke sharply or shortly, no matter how greatly 
the children tried her patience. There was, indeed, something about 
her bearing and manner not unlike the bearing and manner of the 
nuns at Grand Coteau. Lavinia admitted as much, without hesita- 
tion, in answer to Anne’s question, 

“But,” she added, “I don’t think she’d go ahead and be a real nun 
until all the boys are grown up. 

“You got to remember they got rules,” Anne reminded her. “You 
can’t wait, no, till you get to be some old lady biffo’ you go in no 
convent. Mebbe they don’ want you should die on ’em, no, right after 
you go in, first thing. An’ I got to admit you’ right when you say 
Annette an’ Odile, all two, them, would be good to the po’ young 
boys. But they don’ have the knowledge, them, nor neither the 
patience, an’ Mezalee knows it, her. But you —you’re different. You 
could see for sure Odey got the right treatment to make him hear 
again, mebbe. Anyway, you could cheer him up an’ give him courage 
when the other boys, those devils, them, they teases him. An’ I got a 
feelin’, me, Olin might get well if he was where they got some good 
doctors, them. You could make sure, chère, I know, me, that they 
both went to some good doctors, hein? I got no doubts, me, you 


would do that, even if you had to take them to N’Yawli 


hs to get 
doctored right, them.” 
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“Why, yes,” Lavinia said slowly. “I’d do my best for the boys —if 
it were really my responsibility.” 

“Sho’ you the one that’s goin’ be responsible, yes. If you was 
’shamed of how Cajun families do, you wouldn’t be marryin’ with 
no Cajun boy, no. An’ I tell you very frankly, me, no Cajun girl in 
this livin’ world, no, would leave her husban’s li'l brothers without 
nobody to give them the right care, not if her husban’s mother, her, 
went an’ died. With us, chére, it ain’t just one man, him, an’ one 
girl, her, w’at’s married with each other, no. It’s the whole family 
w’at counts, all two of the families, an’ the families looks out for 
everybody that’s in the families, them. That’s the way we do, us, an’ 
it’s a good way, I guarantee you, me.” 

“I know. And I’m very fond of Odey and Olin, you know that. 
But I wish you wouldn’t keep talking about dying, Mrs, Villac.” 

“You better start callin’ me mère, so it will come more easier 
later,” Anne admonished her. “An’ I ask you to tell me, please, why 
I ain’t supposed to talk about dyin’, me? When you talk *bout some- 
thing, it’s more easier to plan for it, yes, an’ get ready for it, an’ I tell 
you frankly, me, Pll die lots more happier if I got everything lined 
up like it ought to be. It’s the same thing, yes, with you. You got to 
admit, don’t you, chère, you’ll be more happier married if you got 
everything planned out an’ lined up like you an’ your folks want— 
the clothes an’ the house an’ all like that. Same way with Mezalee, 
too. I don’ see, me, why Mezalee ain’t got the right, same like you 
an’ same like me, to make plans to get everything lined up the way 
she wants to have it, her. You got to promise me, please, that when 
I’m gone, me, you'll tell Mezalee how you'll take Odey an’ Olin to 
live by you an’ Claude, if she wants to go ahead an’ be a real nun, 
like she always been sayin’, her.” 

Lavinia swallowed hard, but she did not hesitate. “All right,” she 
said, “I promise, I’ll do everything that’s necessary or best for Odey 
and Olin, if Mezalee goes into a convent, but she may not want to, 
after all. She may just want to go on thinking about being a nun in 
her heart, the way you said. Because she may not want to leave 
Clement. You haven’t said anything about him. And you did say, 
when you started talking about the others, it would be different if 
they were her brothers and sisters. He is her brother.” 
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“Yes, an’ he’s Fleex’s brother, too, ain’t he, him? I didn’t think, 
me, nobody would have to remin’ you, no, to be good to Fleex’s 
brother, not when he’s the spittin’ image of the one that’s gone an’ 
left us. Me, I tell you frankly, I thought that would be just nature.” 

A note of scorn had come into Anne’s voice. It gradually softened 
when she went on after stopping to look steadily at Lavinia, who met 
her gaze for a moment and then turned her head away. 

“Well, I see I don’ have to say no more ’bout that, no. I see you 
goin’ take care of Clement like he was you’ own brother. An’ you'll 
straighten him out, chére, so he won’t be no trouble to his papa an’ 
his uncle like he is now, him, You got to look on it like this: 
Clement’s the onlies’ one his papa an’ his uncle, them, got to depend 
on to keep this farm like it got to be run. They can’t depend on 
Onezime, on account he will be priesting. An’ they can’t depend on 
Olin on account he ain’t no stout young buck w’at can do heavy 
work, no, An’ that po’ lil Odey, him, can’t hear good enough to 
understand w’at they tell him to do. I got a feelin’ in my heart, 
though, me, that you will do all w’at is right, yes, an’ never min’ if it 
makes you happy or if it don’. I know something else, me. I know it 
real good-good-good. I know you’ll be plenty more happier, chère, if 
you put that Fleex, him, right out you’ min’ for keeps, outside of 
sayin’ to you’self, yes, how you goin’ see to it his li’l brother grows up 
to be a credit an’ not no disgrace, no. An’ here’s something else w’at 
I know, me. I know marryin’ with Claude ain’t goin’ to be like w’at 
it would have been if you could have married with Fleex. I tol’ your 
maman that long ago, But you done give you’ promise to Claude, 
yes, an’ I know right in my heart you goin’ keep that promise. You 
goin’ keep it account it’s right, not account it’s happy for you. You 
ain’t happy, no. You thought you forgot all *bout Fleex, him, didn’t 
you, chère? But when Claude started makin’ love like he got the 
right to do, him, you boun’ to been thinkin’ ’bout how it would 
have been if it was Fleex, an’ you was wishin’ it was, yes. I ask you 
very frankly, me, ain’t that right, Lavinia?” 

“Yes,” Lavinia whispered, so softly that Anne could hardly hear, 
though even without hearing she would have known what the girl 
= saying. “Pm sorry, but it’s true. That’s just what I did. That’s 
why—— 
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“Never min’, chère. You don’ need to tell me, no. An’ I tell you 
this, I tell it frankly, me. I’m sorry for you, yes. I’m glad for Claude, 
sho’, account he is my son, but I know in my heart, me, that you 
need help an’ sympathy mo’ than me right now. I guarantee you! 
Now I tell you w’at you got to do, chère. You got to say to you’self 
like so: ‘I loved Fleex an’ Fleex loved me, him. But Fleex never 
loved me enough, no, to stay here an’ work out some way to make 
everything be right. He run away, him, Me, I tried all I could to get 
him back, but it was like chasin’ some feu follet. But Claude wasn’t 
like that, no. Claude never run away, him, an’ he never will. I never 
had to chase Claude when I found out he loved me. Not Claude, no. 
He chased me, that boy, yes, an’ that’s how it belongs. An’ anyway, 
Claude’s real, a man, him, flesh an’ blood, not no dream "bout some- 
body I ain’t seen in too long to remember an’ ain’t goin’ see no mo’, 
me, not never. So I’m goin’ marry with Claude, me, an’ stop all this 
foolishness. I’m goin’ be a real good wife, an’ make him happy, an’ 
bimeby I’m ‘goin’ be happy, too, me. Everybody goin’ be happy. An’ 
Claude’s maman goin’ be the most happiest one of all, her!’ ” 


Preparations were soon astir for a wedding on Christmas Day. It 
was now obvious to everyone that, no matter how great an effort she 
made, Anne would not be able to get far from home this time. How- 
ever, when Father Gassler, the resident pastor at Iota, was consulted, 
he said that under the circumstances, he would be glad to perform 
the ceremony at the bride’s home. This would not be the first time he 
had done so, by any means, in the case of a mixed marriage. Yes, of 
course, theoretically these always took place at the rectory; but there 
was none connected with the little mission chapel in Crowley as yet. 
Anne was completely satisfied with this explanation, into which the 
condition of her health had not entered, at least verbally; and the 
question of the bride’s dress and those of her attendants — Odile and 
Pauline —had hardly been settled when Anne began to discuss her 
own. Ursin was surprised, since he had taken it for granted she 
would wear the same one she had worn to Annette’s wedding, but he 
raised no objections; as he was mournfully aware that, if her wishes 
were to be met at all, this would have to be in the very near future, 
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“Me, I don’ say too much, no. But one thing I’m goin’ say, | 
guarantee you. This here is one time I got to have a different colour 
dress. A green dress. Green is the most good colour for Christmas, so 
I got to have a green dress, me.” 

“Sho’, sho’. If you got to, you goin’ to, yes. The girls, them, can 
get you some pieces w’at they cal! samples the very next time they 
goes to Crowley. How ’bout that? That’s goin’ satisfy you, mebbe?” 

“Not no Crowley, This here got to be a real soignée dress, from the 
finest silk they got, yes. Silk from Mouton Fréres in Lafayette. An’ 
you got to go with the girls to pick it out, too.” 

“Wat I got to go to Lafayette for, me? I don’ know not one leas’ 
lil thing, no, ’bout pickin’ out no silks, Anne. You know that good 
as me.” 

“Sho’ I know it, me. But you got to go account green silk ain’t the 
onlies’ thing I got to have, no. I got to have some pearl beads. I mean 
pearl beads to wear.” 

“Hein? W’at you say, you? Pearl beads?” 

“T ain’t never said nothin’ biffo’, me, by I knew you got so much to 
pay fo’, yes, with seven kids w’at got to be educate, an’ land w’at got 
to be paid fo’, an’ a house w’at got to be made big-big-big all the 
time, yes, an’ that trousseau we give Annette for her dot. But now I 
got to tell you frankly, me, all my livin’ days long I been wantin’ 
pearl beads, so this time . . . mebbe . . . you got to admit, you, 
that we got no expenses fo’ Claude gettin’ married like if he was a 
girl, no. An’ you got to admit, you, that Lavinia’s a real-real lady, 
her, same as Adeline. You got to admit, you, that in one way she 
doin’ us lot of credit, yes, when she marries with our son, him, so we 
got to do her lots of credit, too, us. Ain’t that right, no?” 

Ursin’s voice was husky, but firm. 

“Sho’ that’s right. It couldn’t be no righter if the priest himself say 
it in the church. You’ right like everything, Anne, yes, an’ I’m goin’ 
with the girls to Lafayette, me, an’ so soon like they got some silk 
sample pick’ out fo’ you, them, just so soon we go by Mr. Krauss an’ 
they can help me pick out them pearl beads,” 

K don’ want some young girls, mebbe, to pick out no pearl beads 
fo’ me, Ursin, no. I—I—got the idea, me, I want you should be the 
one to pick out my beads. You would do it fo’ me, no?” 
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“I will do it fo’ you, yes. I guarantee you, me.” 


There was some division of opinion about both silks and beads. 
Lavinia was in favour of a very soft pale green fabric with a smooth 
silvery finish, while Odile and Pauline were both sure their mother 
would prefer a bright emerald-coloured brocade; and Lavinia 
favoured tiny milky beads that looked like real pearls, while Ursin 
and his daughters were far more attracted by large pink globules, 
which bore no resemblance te these whatsoever. When samples of the 
two materials and both strings of beads were brought back to the 
farm for Anne’s inspection, Lavinia insisted that her future mother- 
in-law should not be told whose choice was for which, and Anne un- 
hesitatingly applauded her daughters’ and her husband’s. So Mary 
found time, despite all she had to do at home, to make up the 
emerald green brocade from a paper pattern of Anne’s choosing, and 
the pink globules lay, embedded in an open white satin box, on the 
sick woman’s bedside table, where she could look at them as often as 
she chose. 

She spent countless hours in doing so, with ever-increasing satisfac- 
tion, and once in a great while she took them out of their satin box 
and fingered them, with almost the same reverence she gave her 
rosary. But it was not until Mary had the green brocade ready to fit 
that Anne tried the pearls on. Her natural lack of tidiness had been 
intensified by her long illness; it required firmness as well as tact on 
Mezalee’s part to persuade her that her hair must be brushed and 
braided, her face and hands washed. But when the day came for the 
fitting, she submitted without protest to careful hairdressing and to a 
sponge bath, and after the skilfully cut dress had been adjusted to her 
figure and the pearls clasped around her neck, she asked, for the first 
time in months, for a mirror. 

To her family and friends, who saw her constantly, the change in 
her from day to day, though admittedly for the worse, had at no time 
seemed startling. To Anne herself, the transformation in her appear- 
ance came as a dreadful shock. She had never been pretty and, conse- 
quently, she had never been vain of beauty; but she had prided her- 
self on the vigour which had permitted her to work without fatigue 
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in the fields, as well as in the house, to minister unaided to the needs 
of a large family, and to take child-bearing and child-rearing in her 
stride; she had known that this hardihood was reflected in her face 
and figure and she had gloried in it. Now, not only was the last 
vestige of her amazing vitality gone; in its place were the disfigure- 
ment wrought by disease and the unmistakable signs of disintegra- 
tion. She turned from the mirror, which Mezalee was holding up for 
her, and swallowed hard. Then she looked at Mary and caught the 
unvoiced sympathy in her friend’s expression. 

“That’s such a beautiful, beautiful dress you made fo’ me, Mary,” 
she said. “I ain’t never had no dress that pretty in all my life, no, me. 
An’ the pearl beads is just w’at I been wantin’ fo’ the longes’, ever 
since I been a young girl, me, so far like I can remember. But now I 
got to get back on the bed. I expec’ it must be mebbe some excite- 
ments that got me all this wore out. Rest—that’s w’at I’m needin’ 


now, so close the door, Mezalee, yes, when you goin’ out, Rest .. . 
I got to rest, me.” 


Only the members of the two families were present at the marriage 
ceremony, but Anne, wearing the green dress and the pink pearls, 
was among them. And it was a sizeable group for, of course, the 
Bazinets and the Perets were members of the family now; and Sally 
had, at last, come on from Illinois, bringing her two children with 
her. Then all the best friends of both families were added to the 
gathering for the wedding breakfast, which was also Christmas 
dinner, at the Winslows’ house. It was a beautiful balmy day, and 
all the other guests lingered around the festive tables which had 
been set up in the first little old house and the parlour and sitting 
room of the new one— Brent’s measuring board had been carefully 


carried upstairs to the spare room, and so had Mary’s sewing ma- 


chine; and the old leather couch had been put out on the porch, 

where there was still another table. So everyone had enough room to 

sit down and feast. There was wild goose as well as wild turkey, both 

with wonderful rice dressing, and great dishes of scalloped sweet 

potato, flavoured with orange; there were dozens and dozens of 

fresh, home-made rolls and loaf after loaf of light-bread; there were 
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preserves and pickles and jellies and jams and half a dozen different 
kinds of pie; there were freezers full of ice cream and others full of 
cream cheese, and gallons of coffee; and, of course, there was a white 
cake for the bride and a dark cake for the groom and dragées for the 
children. When Lavinia went upstairs to change from the beautiful 
snowy dress, with the balloon sleeves and the full-gored skirt, which 
was the very latest style and vastly becoming to her besides, into the 
blue travelling suit—the guests were so replete with good food they 
could hardly bestir themselves to stroll out into Mary’s garden, where 
her camellias were in full bloom, and prepare to throw old shoes after 
the decorated surrey in which Jim Garland was going to drive the 
bridal pair to the depot. 

Nothing more had been said about a wedding trip to New York. It 
was Lavinia herself who had remarked that she could not think of a 
nicer place to go than over to the Pass, but that she was sure she and 
Claude could see all they wanted of the Gulf Coast in a week’s time. 
No one did much work at a rice mill or anywhere else between 
Christmas and New Year’s. But on the second of January Claude 
would be back at work again and she could start getting straightened 
around in their new house. It was practically done, just a little paper- 
ing and painting still unfinished. She preferred to oversee these finish- 
ing touches herself while she was unpacking the wedding presents 
and finding places for the unbelievable quantities of cut glass among 
them. ... 

The bride and groom surprised everyone by getting back on New 
Year’s Eve, instead of a day later. That, Claude announced, had been 
Lavinia’s idea, too; she said that as long as Christmas had been 
spent at her house, she wanted to spend New Year’s Eve at his. There 
was a great deal of scurrying around and some rather broad jest- 
ing while everyone made ready for the extra doubling up that was 
oe in order to provide the newlyweds with a room to them- 
selves. 

It was hours before anyone retired for the night, however. The 
entire family gathered in Anne’s room, and Mezalee showed Lavinia 
how to make the ‘Queen’s Sauce’, their favourite nightcap, which 
they never failed to drink on New Year’s Eve and other great occa- 
sions, and which they always made over an open fire. 
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“Of course, it isn’t what you'd call a sauce,” Mezalee explained, 
standing by the chimneypiece, as she stirred white sugar and beaten 
eggs into milk which she had previously brought to a boil, but which 
she now set over a low flame where it would not boil any more. “It’s 
a drink—a sort of eggnog—the very best kind.” Her father un- 
corked a whisky bottle and handed this to Mezalee, who bent over to 
go on with her stirring, as she slowly emptied the liquor into the 
custard. Then Odile brought cups, and Mezalee poured the hot frag- 
rant mixture carefully into them; Pauline, with equal care, took the 
cups from her, one by one, and passed them around. Anne was the 
first to raise hers for a toast to a happy New Year; and when the 
answering chorus had died down, she added, “No we goin’ sleep, us. 
I guarantee you it will be a fine sleep, yes, account everybody gets a 
fine sleep after they drink Queen’s Sauce. Allons, everybody, fiche 
mot le camp! Everybody exceptin’ only Claude and Lavinia, them. 
Claude already knows w’at the Queen’s Sauce is good fo, yes, outside 
of puttin’ folks to sleep. But mebbe Lavinia ain’t never heard “bout 
it, so I’m goin’ tell her right now, me.” 

She drew the bride down beside her and whispered to her, but it 
was a stage whisper that everyone could hear, and everyone laughed, 
Lavinia with the others. “I guarantee you, me, it don’ never fail, 
chère,” Anne said. “Nor neither I ain’t the only one. My maman had 
nine an’ my gran’mére, her, she had twelve, an’ they both said the 
same them, ’bout the Queen’s Sauce. . . . Now you got to sit by me 
a li'l while yet, chère. Mebbe you could tell me about the Pass. We 
never got there, us. I mean me an’ Ursin, We always planned to see 
that ocean, but somehow . . . I guarantee you, me . . .” 

Her voice trailed contentedly away into silence and she closed her 
eyes. As all the others, except Lavinia, trooped away, Mezalee beck- 
oned to Claude and he, too, went into the next room, 

“Dr - Mouton stopped by again this afternoon, before you and 
Lavinia got here,” she said. “He keeps Tante more or less under 
opiates all the time now, of course. He told me he’d be back 


tomorrow, but he didn’t think she’d suffer any tonight and 


he hasn’t. i it’ i i 
o asn’t. I believe it’s been one of the happiest nights of her 


“Same here,” he answered emphatically. “All right, Lavinia and I 
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will stay with her a while, like she asked. She might rouse up long 
enough to ask a few questions. If she doesn’t pretty soon though, we 
could go to bed, too, don’t you think so? After all, we might bother 
Papa if we stayed too long.” 

He grinned and went to rejoin his wife at his mother’s bedside. As 
he sat down beside Lavinia and put his arm around her, she nestled 
closer to him, laying her head on his shoulder and reaching for his 
hand. Here, at last, was the spontaneous gesture, the unmistakable 
sign that his caress was so welcome that she was impelled to return 
it. He had waited and waited for this and now it had come, When he 
leaned over to kiss her, he found that her lips were already seeking 
his. Nothing that had so far happened between them had thrilled 
him like this. Not that Lavinia had sought to prevent or delay their 
union on their wedding night; but he had sensed her instinctive de- 
fensiveness, her involuntary recoil from complete self-abandonment. 
He had striven to remember that he must be gentle and not precipi- 
tate if he were to help her pass beyond the barriers which kept her 
from being wholly his in such a way as to rob the memory of all 
reproach. And he had succeeded. He was conscious of her gratitude 
to him, of the increasing ease with which she accepted the marriage 
relation; but still he had not yet felt that he could take her swiftly and 
passionately, and hold her fast until the force of his desire had spent 
itself; much less had he felt that she was ready and waiting to be so 
taken and so held. Now the great moment had come and he could 
not seize it. He must wait until he was sure his mother no longer 
wanted him, he must pray that his beloved would still yearn for his 
dominance when that maternal need was past. . . . 

At the end of an hour Anne was still sleeping peacefully. Ursin, 
who had unceremoniously climbed in beside her, was also sleeping, 
though somewhat less silently. Claude rose, his arm still around 
Lavinia, and together they tiptoed out of the sick room and into the 
one that had been so lovingly prepared for them. When they, too, fell 
asleep at last, still in each other’s arms, it was to sink into the deep 
dreamless slumber following the assuagement of mutual passion. 
They were still sleeping when Mezalee came in and stood by their 


bedside, looking down at them long and fondly before she waked 
them. 
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“You mustn’t feel that I’ve come to bring you sad tidings,” she told 
them then. “You mustn’t grieve. This is the way she hoped it would 
be, after she’d lived to see you married. Tante never woke again or 
spoke again after she told you she wanted you to stay beside her.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 


EZALEE lingered only a few minutes after telling Lavinia 
and Claude what had happened — just long enough to make 
him feel that she shared his deep sense of loss. Lavinia tried 
to speak the same sort of soothing words and to supplement these 
with compassionate caresses; but, for the first time, Claude appeared 
hardly aware of her, or aware in a way that seemed to indicate she 
did not count. He did not actually shake off the arm she put around 
his shoulder, or draw his face away from hers when she laid her 
cheek against his; but he began to dress hurriedly, while tears he did 
not try to wipe away ran down his unshaven cheeks and he made no 
effort to control the sobs which shook his solid frame, As soon as he 
was sketchily clothed, he opened the door and went into the salle, 
leaving Lavinia, who was still struggling with the clasps of her corset 
and the strings of her petticoat, behind him in the room which had 
so recently been the scene of their most joyful and spontaneous union. 
To her, it seemed disrespectful to approach the dead woman, whom 
she had so sincerely loved, without first bathing and clothing herself 
with even greater care than usual and, above all, without tidying her 
long hair, which always required a good deal of time to arrange 
properly in the morning. She started to pin it up, as best she could, 
without completely undoing it, when there was a knock at the door 
and Mezalee came back into the room, with a clean white cloth in 
her hand. 
“You'd rather I didn’t cover it up yet, wouldn’t you, chère?” she 
said, glancing from Lavinia to the one tiny glass in the room. 
“Cover it up? You mean the mirror?” 
“Yes. Didn’t you know that was our custom? We veil the mirrors 
as soon as possible after a death in the family. But I see you need this 
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one to do your hair. Just let me know as soon as you’ve finished. I’ve 
already veiled all the others and stopped the clocks and emptied the 
vases.” 

“Stopped the clocks! Emptied the vases!” Lavinia exclaimed. 

“Yes. Time has stopped for Tante, so it must stop for us, too, at 
present. And N’Onc holds to the old belief that if water is left in 
vases that are in the house, the soul of the dead may drown before it 
reaches Purgatory.” 

This time, Lavinia said nothing. She was quite incapable of speech. 

“The neighbours will start arriving at any moment to help us make 
our mourning,” Mezalee went on. “They’d think it very strange if 
all these things weren’t done before they arrived.” 

“People will be coming here to sew today?” Lavinia asked, echoing 
Mezalee’s words for the third time before she could stop herself. 

“Oh, yes, Everyone will try to be helpful. We couldn’t possibly do 
it all by ourselves. But I don’t think we ought to wait for two persons 
who aren’t relatives to lay Tante out. I spoke to N’Onc about it, and 
he agreed that, under the circumstances, I had better do it, with your 
help. Could you come with me to her room now?” 

“Yes, of course.” 

Mezalee fastened the cloth she had brought with her carefully 
around the little mirror and they went into the salle together. Olin, 
Odey, Onezine and Clement were setting up the tables which, so 
short a time before, had been used for the marriage feast. Evidently, 
Odile and Pauline were busy in the kitchen, for not only the usual 
pleasant aroma of morning coffee, but the scents given forth by vari- 
ous hearty foods were wafted toward them. Claude was nowhere to 
be seen and, as Mezalee realized that Lavinia was looking for him, 
she explained his absence. 

“He’s gone to tell your father and mother and grandfather. And —I 
hope you won’t think this is strange — he’s going to tell the bees, too.” 

“Tell the bees?” Lavinia had given up trying not to echo what was 
said to her. 

“Yes. Of course, they’re not really our bees, but you belong to our 
family now and, in a way, your parents do, too. So we thought — we 
hoped —they wouldn’t mind tying a little piece of black cloth on each 
of the hives. We call it faisant le deuil aux mouches & miel. N’Onc 
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still holds to another old belief: that if the bees aren’t taken into the 
confidence of the family where there’s been a death, they’ll all leave 
their hives. And if anything like that happened, it would be a terrible 
calamity for your father, as he has nearly a hundred colonies now. 

“Yes, it would,” Lavinia managed to say. 

Lavinia and Mezalee had not finished washing and dressing Anne’s 
lifeless form when the first overcrowded buggy came into the yard, 
discharging no less than three women and two little boys. The little 
boys went into the yard to play and were soon joined by numerous 
other young companions, The women had all come prepared to sew, 
but first they went into Anne’s room, making the sign of the cross 
with one hand and carrying a dried frond, left over from the pre- 
vious Palm Sunday, in the other. They stopped beside the bed, partly 
to pray and partly to make comments and ask questions. 

“Ah, the poor soul! One sees how greatly she has suffered. Indeed, 
it seems as if her suffering still continues.” 

“I do not agree with you, Ambrosine. To me, she looks perfectly 
at peace. I believe she has already been through her Purgatory and 
has entered into Paradise.” 

“I saw no knife sticking in the gate post and there have been more 
feus follets about than ever before at this time of year. I hope every 
precaution was taken to safeguard the poor invalid, but I cannot help 
feeling some oversight may have occurred.” 

“Oh, no! The knife has now been taken out, but it was thrust into 
place the minute the feus follets were observed.” 

“Is this still her own mattress, the one on which she died, where 
she is lying, Mezalee?” 

“Yes, Lavinia and I had only just finished shrouding her when 
you came, But Pére’s bed has been stripped, his mattress is ready to 
bring in. While you go into the salle and have some coffee, before you 
start sewing, the boys will help us place her on the other and Lavinia 
and I will dress the bed properly and light the vigil lamps. I am sorry 
we could not have everything done before you arrived.” 

“I think I will not start my sewing until after the mattress has been 
changed. I wish to go outdoors and see Anne’s burn. It is important 
to watch the direction in which the smoke blows. I hope, chère, it 
will not be toward your parents’ house.” 
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The last remark was addressed to Lavinia, who was experiencing 
more and more bewilderment as well as more and more revulsion 
every minute. She had been afraid, several times, during the process 
of handling her mother-in-law’s inert body, that she was about to 
become violently sick. Now the prying curiosity of these total 
strangers, who spoke in a patois so broad that she could hardly 
understand it, familiar as she was with local dialect, seemed to her 
not only inquisite, but ghoulish. She made a determined effort not to 
betray her feelings and she succeeded; but her relief knew no bounds 
when she saw, amidst the buggies which were beginning to fill the 
yard her parents’ surrey swinging into line. She rushed out of the 
house and, as soon as Mary, who was alone, stepped to the ground, 
the girl flung her arms around her mother’s neck and buried her face 
in a comforting shoulder. 

“I was afraid this was going to be very hard for you, darling. I 
came as soon as I could. And your father’s coming, too— when he has 
the little pieces of black cloth tied on all the hundred odd hives. He 
was glad he could do something to show his sympathy, and he 
wouldn’t have known what would mean the most to them, if Claude 
hadn’t come and told us. Your grandfather’s gone into town—he 
knows so many people he thought perhaps he could be of the most 
service there. Look, I’ve brought my sewing machine with me. Let’s 
get two of the boys to carry it into the salle, shall we?” 

All day long people were assembling, drinking coffee, eating cush- 
cush et caillé and biscuits drenched in syrup, singing sad songs, going 
into the chamber where Anne lay dead, to evoke memories of their 
long association with her and lament the ending of this, then coming 
out again with their handkerchiefs half hiding their faces before re- 
suming their singing, their stitching, their eating and drinking. As 
time went on, gumbo and boudan and sweet-dough pies were added 
to the more solid refreshments and, less openly, home-made wine and 
Spirits to the coffee. Every room in the house was filled; so were the 
porch and the yard. But when night comes, they will go home, 
Lavinia said to herself. They will go away and it will be quiet here 
again, and Claude will come back and, this time, I will be able to 
comfort him, when peaceful we are alone. . . . But though some of 
those who had come from a distance did go home, many others 
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stayed, and there was eating and drinking all night long, interrupted 
by frequent recitations of the rosary. When Claude finally returned, 
bringing the coffin, made in the lumberyard, with him, he and 
Lavinia did not go into the little room which might have been such a 
haven to them; they sat on straight chairs all night, with other mem- 
bers of the family, around the candle-lighted bed where Anne lay. 

Early the next morning, a crude hearse, to which everyone referred 
as the corbillard, came into the yard, drawn by two black horses and 
driven by one of the men who worked in the lumberyard. The bug- 
gies, already reassembled and filled with black-clad mourners, readily 
fell into line behind it. This time, Ursin, with Olin, rode in the first 
one; in the next two were Odey and Onezine, Lavinia, Claude and 
Pauline, followed by Annette, Pierre and Odile. Then came Phares 
with Clement and Mezalee, Marcelite and Alcée with their children, 
the Winslows and Jim Garland, the Bazinets and all their tribe. The 
day was unseasonably warm, the road into Crowley seemingly even 
rougher than usual; and, after the long Requiem Mass at the little 
mission church, still remained the task, which there was no provision 
to perform privately, of encasing the crude coffin in a still cruder box 
for shipment to Slidell, and the inevitable overnight wait at New 
Orleans before the sad journey could be completed and the final inter- 
ment could take place in the forest cemetery at Lacombe. 

By the time the burial was over, it was too late to start back to New 
Orleans. The night was spent at Slidell with the Bachemins, who did 
the best they could by providing makeshift sleeping arrangements, 
putting all the men in one room and all the women in another. By 
the time they reached the Labadies, where they were to stop for 
dinner, Lavinia was by no means the only member of the group who 
was almost frantic with fatigue. The emotional excitement which had 
sustained the mourners at first had been engulfed in exhaustion. And 
still the journey back to Crowley remained to be faced. . . . 

Eventually, Lavinia succeeded in drawing Claude aside and hesi- 
tantly suggested that perhaps it would be better for her to stay over 
and collect the belongings which had never been removed from the 
Labadies’ house since Toussaint. Claude was reluctant at first, but 
eventually he agreed. 

“I hate to leave you behind. I'd stay with you, but I know Pére’s 
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counting on me to see him through his homecoming — it’s going to be 
a pretty hard one, all around. But ld rather have you stay now than 
come back after I’d got you to Crowley. Our house is practically 
ready for us, and it’ll be harder to break away, once we start moving 
in. And of course you want your books and music.” 

Claude laid his cheek against hers and whispered that he was going 
to be terribly lonely without her —-it had been bad enough the night 
before and tonight it would be even worse. A peremptory call from 
the room below reminded him that it was almost train time. He was 
keeping them all waiting. . . . 

She had said good-bye to the others before she came upstairs, be- 
cause they had been trying to get off even then, and she had thought 
it would expedite matters if there were one less person present. She 
parted the curtains and stood waving as the Primeaux and the Villacs 
got into the waiting hacks. Claude, with his foot already on the step 
of the second one, turned to make sure she was really there and to 
throw her one last kiss, Then someone reached out from inside the 
hack and pulled him in and slammed the door and they were off. 
Involuntarily, Lavinia sighed. 

“It’s wonderful to be so much in love, isn’t it, chére?”” Mlle Hay- 
dee, who was also standing by the window, asked softly and, Lavinia 
thought, a little enviously. 

“Ye-e-s,” Lavinia answered. Of course it was wonderful, of course 
she should be glad and thankful that she was happily married, that 
she would not have to lead a life barren of love, like the kind old lady 
beside her, But she was so tired that she was not really sorry Claude 
had gone. She wanted to be alone, to lie down, to sleep and sleep and 
sleep, and forget about having become a wife and having come face 
to face, for the first time, with death, all within the course of ten days. 

Her eyes filled with unwelcome tears, which she tried in vain to 
wink back before they showed on her cheeks. Mlle Haydee patted 
her shoulder. 

“There, there, my dear! Go and lie down. I will tell Mignon not 
to disturb you for the present. And after a good rest, you will feel so 
refreshed that you will be able to work all the faster.” 

Conscious as she was of her weariness, Lavinia had not realized 
that she was actually overwhelmed by it until she started up the little 
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stairway. She stumbled as she went, and was obliged to cling to the 
slender bannister for support. When she reached the cabinet, she 
flung herself down on the bed without even taking off her dress, 
though she fumbled at the fastenings to undo the tight collar and 
loosen the belt. As she did so, her wedding ring slipped off and fell, 
tinkling, to the floor. 

“Tt must have been too loose,” she murmured to herself. “I must 
take it back to that nice Mr. Krauss.” It was her last conscious 
thought before she fell into deep dreamless slumber. She did not get 
off the bed to pick up the ring, nor reason that she had not realized 
before it was too loose, because it was held in place, most of the time, 
by her engagement ring, which she had taken off because the books 
and sheet music she was preparing to handle were dusty. 

It was a long time before she emerged from the abyss of deep 
slumber and reached the realm of dreams at the borderland between 
sleep and drowsiness. When she did, she dreamed that her name was 
being spoken in tones of infinite,yearning, and that she was being 
kissed, at first very gently, on her brow; then less gently, on her 
throat; and then, not gently at all, on her mouth. The sound of her 
name was sweet, in her dream, and the kisses were sweet, too, so 
sweet that she wanted to return them, in all their increasing strength. 
They were different, too, from any real kisses she had ever received, 
and she tried, in her dream, to understand why this was. Hazily, it 
seemed to her they must be like the kisses she had expected Fleex to 
give her, and that she had expected to return, the last time she had 
seen him, when they had parted without kissing at all. Then gradu- 
ally she realized that she was not dreaming any more, that the kisses 
were real; and it came to her, not hazily or slowly, but in a flash, that 
there was a new quality in Claude’s lovemaking, something that had 
never been there before, even in his most passionate moments. She 
realized that she must be very careful not to let him feel she was re- 
proaching him, though this time he had missed the train and incon- 
venienced many other persons because of his overpowering desire to 
be with her. Above all, she must not let him guess how much she had 
wanted to be alone. 

“So you came back?” she murmured, still contending with her 
drowsiness and striving to inject a ‘note of welcome into her voice. 
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“Yes, of course I came back. You knew I would, sometime, didn’t 
our” 
: With a swiftness that was terrifying, she was wide awake. Stifling 
a scream, she struggled to free herself. The light in the room was 
very dim, for dusk had fallen while she was sleeping. The form bend- 
ing over her, the face so close to her own, might well have been 
Claude’s as she had taken for granted, for all she could see. But the 
voice was unmistakable. It did not belong to Claude. It belonged to 
Fleex. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 


Now that her delicious drowsiness was gone and the cobwebs 

of dreamland swept away, her consciousness was dreadful in 
its clarity: Fleex had come back. Fleex had come back and she was 
married to Claude. She was married to Claude. . . . 

“Say yes, of course you knew I would, darling. I know I told you I 
wouldn’t, in the stupid letter I wrote you; but you must have realized 
that was only because I didn’t have anything to offer you then, not 
even any place to take you, and didn’t see how I ever would have. 
But the minute my luck turned . . .” 

The minute his luck turned! Then it had turned, he did have some- 
thing to offer her, a place to take her. Not that it would ever have 
mattered to her, if he hadn’t. It was Fleex, just Fleex that she had 
always wanted. .. . 

“Well, all right. Don’t say anything yet if you’d rather not. Just 
let me go on kissing you. I’m sorry I startled you. But, mon coeur, 
it’s been so long!” 

Somehow she must break away from him. But he was holding her 
so tightly that she could not sit up, much less get off the bed, and his 
mouth had closed down on hers so hard that she could not even free 
her lips until the kisses ended, and they went on and on. He would 
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S= could not speak again, she could not make another move. 


not wilfully hurt or harm her, she knew that. But there were so many 
things he did not know, so many things he was taking for granted. 
He had no idea she was married, he had never dreamed she would 
not wait for him. Moreover, he seemed unconscious that there had 
been an attempt to escape from his embrace, or even that there had 
been a deliberate lack of response to it. Perhaps, while she was still 
dreaming, or thought she was, she had reacted more spontaneously, 
more ardently, than she realized; and afterward, perhaps he had been 
so dominated by his own desire that he had been unaware of anything 
else. Or perhaps he believed she was overwhelmed by the unexpected- 
ness of his arrival and could not instantly give expression to her joy, 
but that, as soon as she had recovered from the first shock of his 
unforeseen presence, her yearning for him, like his for her, would 
find rapturous release after long denial. 

She was still perforce supine in his embrace as these tumultuous 
thoughts went racing through her tortured mind. Then, at last, of his 
own accord, he slackened his hold on her and straightened up. “I 
had to have that first of all,” he said, “And of course I’ve got to have 
a lot more, But meanwhile, I want to see you. I haven’t had a good 
look at you yet.” 

There was no bafflement in his voice, no doubtfulness, no anxiety. 
It was the voice of ecstasy and of triumph. There was only one means 
of lighting the room, a single bulb suspended from a cord and inade- 
quately shielded by a china shade, which hung directly over the bed. 
He reached for the little metal chain attached to this fixture and 
tugged at it. As he did so, Lavinia managed to straighten up and get 
to her feet. Then her fingers flew to the loosened opening of her 
dress. But quick as she was, Fleex was quicker. He caught her hands 
and held them imprisoned. 


“Don’t,” he said. “Everything about you is so lovely. You can’t 
blame me for wanting to see all I can.” 

His hungry eyes were devouring her, from her shining, disordered 
hair and flushed cheeks, to her lips, redder than he remembered 
them, and redder than they would have been now, he knew, if he 
had not kissed them so long and so hard. Then his gaze shifted to her 
slender throat and white neck and came to rest on the holl 
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“Mon coeur,” he said again, “je ten prie... 

“My heart” — the most precious, the most intimate form of endear- 
ment! He had used it for the second time. And now he was coupling 
it with an entreaty. They had always used the familiar form of ‘thou’ 
when speaking to each other in French—that was natural; all chil- 
dren, all members of a family and close friends did so, The French 
was natural, too; it had always been their custom to use it when they 
were alone together. But he had never called her mon coeur before 
tonight, he had never begged her for any privilege or any favour. 
How could she deny him now? The very fact that he could so easily 
have taken her, when—as she knew only too well—he would have 
taken almost any other girl whom he desired, made it all the harder. 
For this was something of which desire was only a part, though the 
desire was there, crying for assuagement. This was love, the kind of 
love everyone had told her Fleex was incapable of feeling, the kind 
of love she had finally allowed everyone to persuade her she was 
waiting in vain to receive. 

“I can’t,” she said brokenly. “Fleex, please—please don’t say that 
to me again. Please don’t even kiss me again.” 

“Please don’t even kiss you again! Are you crazy? Mignon told me 
the Labadies wouldn’t be home until late, that thev were having 
supper with a cousin and going to some kind of a meeting afterward. 
We've oceans of time. I suppose that eventually’ we'll have to go 
down to the drawing room and put in a decorous appearance. And of 
course Pll announce that we’re going to be married right away. 
Meanwhile, however-——” 

He was still holding her hands imprisoned. But now, as he looked 
down at her, there was less intensity in his face than when he had 
first seemed bent on devouring her with his gaze, His expression was 
happier, his manner easier; they were those not only of a man very 
much in love, but of a man confident that his love was returned and 
that the moment of its fulfilment was at hand, And though he had 
been so careful to avoid giving any impression of force, there was an 
air of authority about him that was entirely new, the air of a man 
who had an unquestionable right to expect that his orders, or even 
his suggestions, would not be disregarded. Lavinia, who had been 
too preoccupied otherwise to pay any attention to his clothes, now 
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noticed for the first time that he was wearing a neat uniform, which 
fitted him well and which was suited to his colouring and figure. 
From her observations of the waterfront, she thought it might repre- 
sent some sort of a minor but responsible position on one of the 
banana boats, unremarkable in itself, but nothing short of extra- 
ordinary considering the past record of its wearer. 

“Meanwhile,” she said swiftly, afraid, not without reason, that this 
slackening of pressure might be only temporary and that she must 
seize upon it, “Td like to ask you what else Mignon told you besides 
the Labadies’ plans for the evening. Obviously she told you where 
you'd find me. Did she tell you how I happened to be here?” 

“She said you’d been studying in New Orleans all last winter and 
part of this winter, too, She was pretty vague about it all. Naturally 
she would be. I’m afraid Mignon isn’t very familiar with the details 
of learning.” 

“And I’m afraid there are a few other reasons why she was vague.” 
Lavinia spoke scornfully, but the words were not out of her mouth 
before she realized she had no right to blame an ignorant coloured 
woman for what had happened. She had bribed Mignon to find out, 
through every means at her disposal, when Fleex came to New 
Orleans, and she had never countermanded that order. Why should 
she be the one to assume that Mignon would recognize the fact that, 
for Lavinia, marriage would have to make a difference? With the 
almost unfailing instinct of her race, Mignon had scented a romance, 
and had done so with added relish because this had evidently been 
unsanctioned and ill-starred from the beginning. It had doubtless not 
even occurred to her that any fruition of it, now, would be unthink- 
able. She was probably terribly proud that she had at last found Miz 
Viney’s man for her, the one Miz Viney really wanted, and had 
brought them together under conditions which were so propitious —a 
house empty except for them and night coming on. . . . 

“Would you care to tell me what you think those reasons were?” 
Fleex inquired, still speaking easily and smilingly. 

“No, I won’t take the time right now to go into reasons, I’ll stick 
to results,” 

“Just as you say. But couldn’t we sit down while you do it?” 

The only place they could sit, side by side, in the tiny room, was 
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on the bed and instinct quickly told Lavinia they musi not do that. 
She had managed to slip off it once; she doubted very much whether 
she could do so a second time. She freed her hands, and reached be- 
hind her for the one chair in the cabinet. But, before she could sit 
down in it, Fleex had done so, drawing her on to his knees, The 
chair had arms, it was wide and soft cushioned. Fleex shifted his 
position until he was sure Lavinia was comfortable. It was almost 
impossible not to lean back against his shoulder. But she tried to 
remain as detached as possible. 

“Evidently Mignon didn’t tell you that I stopped here on my way 
back from Lacombe to pack up my belongings because I’m returning 
to Crowley for good,” she said, unsuccessfully making an effort to 
sit upright. 

“No, she didn’t. And of course you're not. You’re coming with me 
to Central America, on a honeymoon trip. I’ve got it all arranged. I 
thought I’d have to go all the way to Crowley to tell you so, and it was 
a real break to find out that I wouldn’t need to, that you were right 
here in New Orleans. Can't you relax, darling? We'd both be so 
much more comfortable if you would.” 

“I want to look at you while I talk to you. How did you find out 
that I was in New Orleans?” 

“It seems that Mignon has a lot of cronies along the waterfront. 
Before one of them had finished telling me to get in touch with her 
right away, another one came along to tell me the same thing. I 
couldn’t leave for Crowley until morning, anyway, because we didn’t 
dock until the afternoon train had gone and——” 

The afternoon train had gone! If the boat had docked just a little 
earlier, Claude would still have been at the maisonette when Fleex 
reached it. If the message from the dockhands had not been delivered 
to Fleex until the next day, Lavinia would have been gone herself. 
But Mignon’s cronies had been too well bribed to risk displeasure at 
the source of their revenue. . . . 

“And I thought I might as well come up here to see her,” Fleex 
was continuing. “I didn’t have anything else I especially wanted to 
do. I’ve rather had my fill of hitting it up at dives. And besides, now 
that I’ve got this job as third engineer-——-” 

So that was what the uniform meant! He wasn’t a stowaway, a 
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tramp, 2 common seaman. He was an officer, a junior officer to be 
sure, but still an officer. And she had been led to believe . . 

“It may be just temporary. The regular man came down with 
dengue just as the boat was leaving Puerto de Oro and they had to 
have someone. They grabbed me for lack of anyone better. I’ve 
learned quite a lot about machinery this past year, so I took an ex- 
amination of sorts and they gave me a certificate. I don’t suppose I 
could have got it in a place where they’d have been more particular, 
but I believe I can make good and, in that case, I can get the same 
kind of a job on another boat of the same kind, if the other man gets 
well and wants his job back. Maybe even a promotion. And haven’t 
you ever noticed? If you have one piece of bad luck, you generally 
have two or three running. It’s the same way with good luck. 
Actually, the first thing Mignon told me didn’t have anything to do 
with you. It seems she’s been eavesdropping.” 

“Eavesdropping?” 

She managed to twist around so that she could face him. ‘This time, 
Fleex did not try to prevent her freedom of movement. 

“Yes. She was intrigued when M. Clisson invited my father down 
here and stayed shut up with him in his bureau, talking about 
affaires. So she— well, she must have listened on purpose, and of 
course she wouldn’t understand what she overheard, any too well. 
We've agreed that there are some things she’s vague about, purposely 
or otherwise. But apparently there’s no doubt that the Labadies have 
made a will in favour of all my parents’ children. The original idea 
was to cut me out, because I was such a ne’er-do-well. But Mezalee 
insisted that wasn’t fair. So I’m to get this house. Of course, Marcel- 
ite’s fixed with Alcée and Clement will have the farm and Mezalee’s 
just waiting for the time when she can go into a convent. So it 
seemed logical that I should have the house and the others the money. 
You’d like to live in the maisonette, wouldn’t you, darling? I’ve 
always thought it was quite pretty.” 

Would she like to live in the maisonette! In this charming house 
where she had been so happy, except for missing and wanting Fleex, 
in the city where she could do all the things she most enjoyed, in the 
company of the kind of people she found most congenial! And with 
Fleex for her husband—Fleex, whom she would have been willing 
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to marry, even if they could have had no other home than a shack in 
a swamp! She did not answer, she did not trust herself to answer. 
But Fleex did not seem to mind, he did not even seem to notice. 

“Well, I believe we'll enjoy ourselves here very much, later on. Not 
that I’m in any hurry to see the Labadies go to their graves. They've 
always been very kind to me—that is, they were until they decided, 
like everyone else, that I was quite hopeless, and even since then 
they’ve been fair, or tried to be, if Mignon’s got things anything like 
straight. But let’s not talk about them any more right now. I mean, 
what really matters is that you’re here, that I’m here, and that we 
haven’t seen each other in months and months and that we're terribly 
in love with each other.” 

“I’m sorry, but there are some other things that matter a good 
deal, too.” Lavinia had found her voice at last, and although she 
spoke with difficulty, she did so with determination, “You didn’t ask 
how I happened to be in Lacombe and, obviously, Mignon didn’t tell 
you that, either. I went there for Anne Villac’s funeral,” 

His expression instantly changed. “I’m sorry,” he said gravely. 
“Sorry she’s died and sorry I didn’t get in a day sooner. I’d have liked 
to show my respect by going to her funeral. She was always very 
good to me—very forebearing. I was really fond of her, though I’m 
afraid I didn’t always act as if I were—in fact, I know the way I did 
act must have troubled her a good share of the time. Perhaps it’s just 
as well I didn’t get to Lacombe after all. I might not have been 
especially welcome. I know I’m the black sheep of the family. And 
then, Claude was always so damned jealous of me. It must have been 
bad enough for him to lose his mother, without finding out at the 
same time that he was going to lose you. I don’t think he ever really 
believed he would.” 

“No, I don’t believe he ever did. And he hasn’t.” 

“What are you talking about? Of course he has.” 

For the first time, Fleex spoke roughly. There was no help for it. 
She could not prolong the delay, she could not soften the blow. She 
must tell him, straight out, as quickly as she could, even though by 
doing so quickly she had to do so cruelly. Somehow she managed to 
slip from his arms and stand, facing him. 

“Claude and I were'married on Christmas Day,” she said. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 


were outstanding among the young couples in the district. 

They were devoted to each other, to their children, Prosper and 
Anne Marie, and to all the members of the Primeaux, Villac and 
Winslow families. They had a host of friends, whom they made 
welcome at their pleasant, commodious house, and whom they went 
out of their way to help in time of trouble. They were public spirited, 
they were charitable, they believed in the future of Crowley and 
earnestly desired to do their share toward its growth and its improve- 
ment. In a place which had its fair share of small-town gossip, 
jealousies and factionalism, the young Villacs escaped enmity and 
even criticism. Everyone liked them and wished them well; no one 
begrudged them their happiness and their prosperity. 

The house which Brent had given his daughter for a wedding 
present was in every way suited to be a centre of hospitality. It was a 
storey and a half structure, surrounded by a deep gallery supported 
by graceful pillars, and it was only upon entering it that its true size 
was revealed. A wide central hall separated the parlour and sitting 
room on the right from the library and dining room on the left; the 
hall was attractive in itself, handsomely wainscoted and furnished. If 
the bride had felt free to follow her own inclinations and Jonathan 
Fant’s advice, she would have had only one long spacious room at the 
right of the front door, instead of two smaller square ones, and she 
would have followed one colour scheme throughout those that ad- 
joined each other and kept all the woodwork light. But Claude ob- 
viously expected each room to have different wallpaper and scroll- 
work of dark polished wood and Lavinia gave in. pleasantly. Each 
room had a fireplace with an elaborate mantel and a small grate, the 
latter concealed, when not in use, by a plate of wrought iron depict- 
ing a scene at a well; but throughout cool weather, open coal fires 
burned cheerfully everywhere, except in the modern kitchen — com- 
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plete with soapstone sink and running water — where the coals were 
confined in a mammoth range, which was polished with the same 
regularity as the brass and silver. Upstairs, there were four large 
dormer bedrooms, ranged two by two, with a hall between, like the 
rooms downstairs; and, over the kitchen, a real bathroom, a linen 
room, and a sewing room which could be used as an extra bedroom. 
The old New England furniture, so long hidden from view, had at 
last come into its own again; and the treasures, which Jonathan Fant 
had, many years before, found relegated to the Garlands’ attic, gave 
grace and distinction to the new habitation. 

Lavinia had always been quick and handy when it came to cooking 
and cleaning and, had it been necessary, she could have dispensed 
with servants altogether. Since she could well afford household help, 
however, she had it, and apparently possessed the rare ability of win- 
ning her helpers’ faithful devotion, and keeping them on indefinitely, 
when nearly everyone else was complaining about high wages — actu- 
ally up to three dollars a week!—incompetence and unreliability. 
Her cook, Verna —one of the numerous progeny of Vicey and Dulsa, 
who had been so long with her parents—came to her when she mar- 
ried and had been with her ever since. Her children’s nurse, Callie, 
was added to the staff when Prosper was a baby and had also stayed 
on and on. With Verna’s help, Lavinia set a table that was without 
a peer anywhere in the parish. 

It was admitted that Lavinia did not have the same gifts for gar- 
dening as her mother, who possessed a magic touch with flowers, and 
who now had a showplace, as far as her many and flourishing 
varieties of camellias and roses were concerned. Nevertheless, La- 
vinia’s garden was a credit to her. It was surrounded with day lilies, 
which bloomed in golden profusion all through the spring, and be- 
yond the day lilies rose crépe myrtles, which cast their rosy shadows 
over it on the hottest summer days. Mary Winslow had helped select 
and plant the flowers, but once they were started, it was Lavinia who 
took the responsibility for them, doing some of the work herself, and 
capably superintending the yardman, Sylvester, in the rest of it. Back 
of the stable was a flourishing kitchen garden and pasturage for a 
gentle, purebred cow. 

Lavinia’s grandfather had insisted on giving her a small personal 
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allowance from the beginning. Sure, a man wanted to feel he was 
supporting his wife, Jim Garland told Claude easily; on the other 
hand, it hurt a girl’s pride to go running to her husband for money 
every time she wanted a postage stamp or a new ribbon, He —Gar- 
land —had always been sorry Brent would not let Mary accept such 
an allowance; it would have made things a good deal easier for her 
in the first years of her married life. 

As a matter of fact Claude was doing very well himself. He had 
risen quickly from the position of assistant manager to manager of 
the clean rice department in the Columbia Mill; and eventually he 
left it to become general manager of the Monrovia Mill, at a better 
salary than was usually associated with such a position. It was gener- 
ally known that Jim Garland controlled much of the stock in the 
Monrovia and that he was buying up more all the time; and though 
Garland was a shrewd businessman, and would not have given the 
boy a boost if he had not been worth it, merely because he was a 
relation, no one could blame the old gentleman for seeing that his 
grand-daughter’s husband was putin charge of this mill, since Garland 
was serving his own best interests and those of the other stock- 
holders by availing himself of Claude Villac’s industry, intelligence, 
integrity and experience. To be sure, there was some criticism among 
the more strait-laced, because it was an open secret that much of the 
money Garland put into the mill did not come from his horses, but 
from his poker games. However, since several of Crowley’s most 
prominent citizens were regularly numbered in the group with which 
he habitually played at the Elks’ Club, and since these gentlemen also 
used their winnings for investments, there was not much which 
could safely be said by less successful persons on that score. 

The young Villacs’ progress to greater and greater prosperity and 
prominence had been uninterrupted and steady. On the personal 
side, the happiness of the young couple had, inevitably, been clouded 
occasionally, though this had seldom been obvious even to the mem- 
bers of their respective families, except during the first year, when 
Lavinia’s prompt pregnancy had terminated in a miscarriage. In it- 
self, the miscarriage was surprising, considering the radiant health 
she had always enjoyed; the fact that it was an extremely painful one, 
that her convalescence was slow, and that it was several years before 


she conceived again, was still harder to understand; she seemed the 
embodiment of easy and abundant maternity, unmarred by any 
physical mishap or by a depressing aftermath of one. Lavinia could 
never be persuaded to talk about her disappointment; and she always 
managed to change the trend of conversation when anyone else 
attempted to do so in her presence. 

As several years went by, and even the most observant neighbour 
could detect no change in Lavinia’s trim and graceful figure, there 
was much nodding of heads. Then came the incredulous realization 
that her figure was not what it had been, and next that there was a 
definite reason for the loss of its grace and trimness. Prosper’s birth, 
which was attended by no undue difficulties, was hailed as an event 
calling for general rejoicing. When Anne Marie was born, three years 
later, everyone was equally pleased. A boy and a girl, that was a 
family! No one suggested that it was a smaller one than popular 
opinion considered probable or ideal. 

Acadia College had burned to the ground just before the turn of 
the century, but there was a good primary school in Crowley by the 
time Prosper was old enough to attend it, and when he was gone for 
part of every weekday, Lavinia had more time to spend on interests 
outside her home. Callie had never succeeded in handling the spirited 
little boy without help from his parents, but she had no trouble at all 
with Anne Marie and the two were very happy together; so Lavinia 
had no hesitation in leaving the baby girl in Callie’s charge. More- 
over, Lavinia’s responsibility toward other members of the family 
was now slackening. Odile had surprised them by making a quick 
decision among her suitors after all, selecting a personable visitor 
from the East and leaving to live in New York—of all places! 
Onezime had become a priest and had been assigned to a parish in 
the Delta. Olin had so far outgrown his early physical handicaps that 
he had played baseball at L.S.U, and had made such a success of it 
that he had secured a position in one of the minor leagues and had 
drifted away from his family. Odey had done equally well in his 
studies; he was still a little deaf, but so slightly that it did not trouble 
him much any more and many of his associates were hardly aware of 
it; much to his father’s disgust he had insisted on staying on at the 
University to take post-graduate courses. Clement, however, though 
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he had finished a high school course, because Claude and Lavinia 
insisted upon it, had done so with difficulty and they had realized 
that it was futile to suggest that he pursue his studies further; he was 
now his father’s right-hand man on the farm. Pauline had also re- 
mained contentedly at home and had become a very good house- 
keeper. In consequence, Mezalee had been released at last; and un- 
abashed because she was so much older than any of the other postu- 
lants, she had triumphantly completed her novitiate and taken her 
final vows in the Order of the Sacred Heart. 

During the busy season, Claude was sometimes obliged to return 
to the mill after supper; but this was now the exception rather than 
the rule and, even between the long working hours from ‘can to 
can’t’, he tried to wedge in a romp with his children and a quiet hour 
with his wife, It was because this leisurely and agreeable pattern was 
so well established by the time Claude had become general manager 
of the Monrovia Mill that Lavinia was mildly surprised when he 
came home one evening, obviously in a hurry, and told her he 
thought they had better cut their drinks short and have supper as 
soon as Verna could get it on the table; he would have to go back to 
the mill as quickly as he could. She made the necessary adjustments 
without comment. However, when she heard him tell Sylvester, as 
the latter came in with the milk, to hitch up the buggy, she was still 
more surprised; Claude sometimes rode to the mill, but he almost 
never drove, except in very bad weather. The day had been mild and 
clear, the sunset beautiful; the moon was almost at its full and would 
soon be up. She was tempted to suggest going with him; but Callie 
had already gone off duty for the day, Verna had been promised re- 
lease the minute supper was over, to attend a camp meeting, and this 
was one of the weeks when Clement was at the farm because of extra 
work there. Of course, she could not leave Prosper and Anne Marie 
alone in the house. Neither could she refrain from asking a question. 

“You're driving? Taking someone with you?” 

He nodded, without answering otherwise and turned toward the 
dining room. Evidently he had decided to cut out the drink alto- 
gether and get on with his supper. 

“There isn’t anything wrong at the mill, is there, Claude?” 

“No. But I really ought to stay late, this time of year, oftener than 
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I do. Tonight I must. There’s a shipment for Vera Cruz overdue 
already. I’ve got to make sure it catches the morning eastbound. And 
I can’t be, unless I’m there myself. I may have to go to another 
warehouse, too, if my shipment’s short, and take one of the boys who 
who hasn’t a horse of his own. That’s why I want the buggy.” 

“I see.” 

She was not sure that she did. First he gave the impression that he 
was taking someone with him immediately, to the mill; then he spoke 
of going to another warehouse later. Somehow the statements did not 
quite seem to fit. And it was not like Claude to have his shipments 
overdue. His reputation for prompt delivery was one of the strongest 
points in his favour. There was something here that was not fully 
understandable or explained and it worried her a little; but obviously 
this was not the time to harass her husband with questions, when 
she guessed that something was troubling him already, though he 
did not say so. She saw that he had some supper in record time, put- 
ting off the children’s until after his departure. Then she went to the 
hall closet for his overcoat: it might turn colder before he started 
home—you never could tell at this time of year. She kissed him 
good-bye and watched him hurry out to the waiting buggy before 
she turned back to the hungry children. 

After their supper, she read aloud to them, superintended their 
baths, heard their prayers, tucked them in for the night and sang to 
them. When they were sound asleep she went back to the sitting 
room and picked up The Lightning Conductor, a best seller which, 
somewhat belatedly, had reached Crowley. But though she had en- 
joyed it very much when she started it the evening before, it did not 
hold her attention now. She kept thinking about Claude and his 
preternatural haste in returning to the mill, about his unconvincing 
explanation for its reason. 

She put down her book and went to the piano, turning the pages 
of the new edition Claude had given her of Songs Without Words 
and choosing from them at random. Very few of these seemed to 
have any appeal, either, though Mendelssohn was one of her fa- 
vourite composers. Eventually she closed this volume, too, and began 
to strike stray chords. While she was doing so, the telephone rang. 

She leaped up to answer it, a quiver of fear forking through her. 
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Telephone service had come early to Crowley; even the outlying 
farms were equipped with it and Lavinia made a practice of calling 
up her mother every morning directly after breakfast. But it was not 
yet in the frequent use, supplanting personal visits and business 
letters, which it subsequently received, and it almost never rang late 
in the evening. Her fingers trembled as she picked up the receiver. 

“Hello!” she said, fearful that even the one word was not spoken 
steadily. 

“Hello, Mrs. Villac. This is Tobe Bennett. Could I speak to your 
husband?” 

Tobe Bennett—the sheriff! This time Lavinia was sure her voice 
was unsteady as she answered. 

“He isn’t here, Mr. Bennett. He had to go back to the mill right 
after supper —he’d been late in getting off a shipment to Vera Cruz. 
There — there isn’t trouble of any kind in town, is there?” 

“Not a bit,” Bennett assured her heartily. “It was just—well, a 
personal matter I wanted to see him about. I knew he was at the 
mill — fact is, I left him at his office, looking after that shipment. He 
was so busy he couldn’t talk to me then, but he said he’d pass by my 
house to see me on his way home and J thought maybe he’d forgotten, 
it was getting so late. I wanted to catch him tonight if I could—in 
my own interests, you understand. He’ll probably be along any 
minute, If he isn’t, I’ll call him at the mill. Sorry to have bothered 
you. Good night, Mrs. Villac.” 

“Good night,” Lavinia said, hanging up the receiver. 

As she did so, she glanced at the clock. Half-past ten. Crowley 
kept early hours; even half-past nine would have been late for a 
personal visit, It was true that Claude and Tobe Bennett were on 
friendly terms; but she could not imagine why the sheriff should 
have needed to see her husband on a private matter that could not 
wait until morning. She was tempted to telephone the mill herself; 
but it had never been her habit to break in on her husband’s business 
hours and she resisted the impulse now. Nevertheless, she found she 
could not go back, either to her book or her piano. She went to a 
window and stood staring out of it unseeingly, until she heard foot- 
steps on the garden walk. Then she ran to open the door. The words 
of welcome already on her lips ended in a scream of horror. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 


when her husband came home, but no guess she could 

possibly have made would have given her the solution of the 
riddle. A little before six, Claude had been sitting in his office, a 
‘stone’ spread out before him, a smaller one in his hand. Actually, 
the stone was the top of a lard pail, filled with emery cement. The 
one he held was a smaller one, cast from the same material in the 
general shape of a blackboard eraser. He was spreading rough rice 
over the flat stone, rubbing the grains vigorously with the smaller 
one, and then examining the hulled grain to grade it, and he was 
feeling well pleased : most of the small samples he had tested so far 
seemed to be well above the grade his rough rice buyer had assigned 
to the rice as a whole. 

Conscious of another presence, he looked up and saw that the 
sheriff was standing in the door, his brown corduroy jacket open to 
reveal the star pinned to his shirt and the holstered revolver at his 
belt, a wide brimmed white felt hat pushed back on his head. Claude 
hailed him cordially. 

“How!” he exclaimed, grinning. “Come in and light. What you 
got on your mind this far ahead of election time?” 

“Not a hell of a lot, Claude, but it’s something you can help us 

out on, I mean help a lot. It’s about Fleex Primeaux.” 
Claude did not answer instantly, When he did, he spoke guardedly. 
“I haven’t seen Fleex in years,” he said slowly, “but he’s my cousin 
and we grew up as close as red beans and rice, Tobe. I don’t know 
what you’ve got on your mind, but if it’s what I think, just bear in 
mind the old one about every man skinning his own skunk.” 

“Oh hell, Claude, it’s not all that serious. You know how Fleex 
has always been when he gets liquored up. He’s a fightin’ fool. He’s 
had trouble several times in the city. That’s no secret.” 

“If he’s in trouble now, I expect I’m on his side. I just thought 
I'd tell you.” Claude turned to a doorway. “Beebee!”’ he shouted to 
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some unseen functionary. “Bring in a little coffee for the high sheriff 
and me.” 

“What I’m asking you to do is to keep what’s no more’n a loud 
belch in a windstorm till yet from becoming one ungodly mess. It’s 
Fleex I want you to help.” 

“Well, tell it to me. I’m listening,” Claude invited. The two men 
paused while a white-thatched Negro shuffled in with a tray on 
which were two small cups, a grey graniteware coffee pot, also small, 
a large cup of sugar and a jug of hot milk. They helped themselves, 
and sipped the aromatic brew. 

“Like I said, I’m listening,” repeated Claude. 

“Well, it’s a short horse and curried real quick. Believe it or not, 
Fleex is second engineer on the Portero—that’s one of the Blue 
Fleet’s banana boats, So he got into town a couple of nights ago, all 
fitted out in a tailor-made uniform and go-to-hell cap with gold braid 
on, and runs into that pot-bellied Polydore Lasseigne. You know 
him, don’t you?” . 

“Sure. I made him an offer on his crop this fall, but he was bound 
and determined he would sell it in the city.” 

“Well, they run into each other in some cabbyray or other right 
along the fringes of the District, and they were both drinking. Poly- 
dore’s a loud mouth when he’s sober, let alone with booze to oil his 
jaws; and Fleex — well, if you don’t know ’bout Fleex and how he is 
when he’s drinkin’, there’s no use me trying to tell you.” 

“All right, Tobe. All right. So what happened?” 

“Exactly what you’d expect. Mr. Loudmouth and Mr. Tough Stuff 
got in a fight and it wound up with Loudmouth on the floor.” 

“God Almighty, not dead, was he?’- 

“Him? Hell, no! Scared to death, maybe, but not cut to death. A 
stab here and a slit there, and blood enough to make him faint dead 


away at the sight of it, but nothing they couldn’t stitch up and tell 
him to go home and sleep off the rest of it. 


“Well, if that’s the way it is, what’s troubling you?” 

“Fleex evidently thought it was worse than that, because he joined 
the bird gang and flew the coop, Nobody knows where. Of course, I 
got my ideas like a person would have, but officially I don’t know 
nothing about it, see? Now I could get hold of the sheriff of St. 
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Landry, and get him and me both to raise a posse and drag the parts 
of the swamps where he’s likely to be; sooner or later, he’s bound to 
come out for supplies or for a drink or something. But if he sees a 
gang like that coming toward him, he’ll think he’s wanted for some- 
thing a lot bigger than just a Saturday night cuttin’ scrape and 
somebody’s liable to get shot bringing him in. Then the fat will be 
in the fire for true enough.” 

“So you want me to get word to him some way . . .?” 

“Cut it out, Claude. I want you to go by yourself and tell him to 
give himself up because there’s nothing but a bar-room brawl against 
him. I already talked to that worthless tub of guts, Polydore Las- 
seigne, and he says he ain’t got no idea of going to the city to testify 
against Fleex, so they don’t even have a case against him. Maybe 
give him ten days at the House of Detention for the usual drunk and 
disorderly, I’ll see to it they don’t make any fugitive from justice 
charges.” 

Claude absently stirred the hulled grains on his emery stone with 
the top of one blunt finger. 

“This’d be between us?” 

“On my dead mother’s grave, I promise.” 

“Tve got an idea where somebody might find Fleex. Course, it 
might not be the right idea, but the worst that could come of a try 
would be a failure, So this is what I’ll do. It’s most supper-time, and 
Pl go up to the house and tell Lavinia I’ve got to come back to the 
mill to get out a shipment for the morning eastbound, else it'll miss 
the boat for Vera Cruz. That way she won’t worry; this time of year 
I ought to work all hours, anyway. But you back me up in it. If it 
comes to the clutch, you’ve got to swear I was working here.” 

“Kee-rect!” 

“TH be leaving the house by before seven and, if Lavinia asks me 
what I’m taking the buggy for, instead of walking to the mill, PH 
spin her some kind of a tale about having to go to some warehouse 
if my shipment’s short, And, if my idea’s the right one. I’ll be back 
with Fleex before ten. Before half past, anyway.” 


The steady clop-clop rhythm of shod hoofs was muffled by the soft 
293 


dirt of the roadway once Claude turned off the main traffic route in 
the direction of Prairie Jeunesse. The harvest season had been dry; 
blessedly so from the point of view of farmers and millers. But, as 
the way led deeper and ever deeper into the back country, puddles 
and deep ruts and other areas of standing water became more fre- 
quent and larger. 

Over and again the wheedling cry of killdees, rising abruptly from 
the marshy flats where they were resting, broke the stillness; occa- 
sionally the harsher, more rasping cry of a jacksnipe. It would soon 
be time to go afield in pursuit of such game—plover, snipe, papa- 
bottes and the timberdeedles with their staring, shoe-button eyes. 
Lavinia enjoyed these seasonal tidbits and was skilful in preparing 
them for the table. She had always been fond of woodland delicacies, 
Claude recalled; it must have been somewhere in the very area he 
was now traversing that Fleex had first introduced them to peeled 
thistle cores. Come spring, he must not forget to bring her some of 
these succulent greens. 

Well, that had been long ago and times had certainly changed. 
More and more of the wet lands were cleared, ditched, diked and 
planted to rice with each passing year, and Crowley — why, Crowley 
was a city! You couldn’t find a vacant bit of ground anywhere along 
the four wide avenues leading the court-house square — not until you 
got way out from the business section; and on each Saturday, buggies 
were ranged hub to hub along the hitching racks. 

Claude had long since ceased to be jealous of Fleex, indeed he had 
almost forgotten that rivalry had ever existed between them and that 
Lavinia’s persistent preference for Fleex had been a source of resent- 
ful anxiety. She never mentioned his name any more, unless some- 
one else did so first; it seemed obvious to Claude, when he thought 
about the matter at all, that she had practically forgotten his cousin, 
at least in connection with romance. But doubtless she would be glad 
to see him again. Personally, Claude felt it was too bad Fleex had 
not been minded to settle here and grow with the country. Perhaps, 
once this hodge-podge about Lasseigne was cleared up, he might be 
persuaded to do so. Believing he had killed Polydore would certainly 
throw a good scare into Fleex, and that might be a very salutary ex- 
perience indeed, with no real harm done to anyone. 
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The horse splashed into the shallow bed of a tributary of Bayou 
Nezpique, which must be forded. Claude let the animal rest for a 
few moments before urging it up the steeper bank which led to a 
short stretch of relatively high ground on the far side. He was very 
near the point where he must leave his buggy and proceed on foot. 
It would be a sorry sort of joke on him if Fleex had not sought sanc- 
tuary here, but had holed up in New Orleans,or maybe Lacombe, 
until he could make his way safely aboard ship, All that time and 
trouble, the roundabout excuses to Lavinia, and getting mired from 
head to foot for nothing! 

A youpon copse, to one of whose saplings Claude tethered his 
horse, had taken over most of the high ground about the tumble- 
down cabin which had once been Miss Millie’s ‘island’ schoolhouse. 
Even in the moonlight, the tangle of branches, which would be en- 
crusted with scarlet berries before Christmas, showed glints of red, 
intermittently brightened by the fitful gleam cast by fluttering feu 
follets. Claude had never seen so many of them in one place, but he 
had long since ceased to consider their radiance a sign of ill omen. 
He stopped to pat his mare’s cheek affectionately and then strode off 
into the swamp. 

He certainly wasn’t dressed for it, he thought to himself ruefully. 
If Lavinia was still up by the time he returned, he would have a lot 
of explaining to do, as to why and how and where he had become 
covered with mud. Even in the dry season, there were some sloughs 
that must be waded, and there was one stretch of flottante he would 
not be able to negotiate in full daylight without an occasional misstep 
into the bottomless mire. But he would think of something. If not, 
he would tell her the truth. After it was all over, it would not hurt 
her to know. And he would feel much better when he had confessed 
his lie and the reason for it. 

The swamp noises multiplied as he made his way more cautiously ; 
the deep wah-wah-hronnn! of a bullfrog, the coughing roar of an 
alligator, the startled whoee-whooee of a grosbec, the terrified-child 
scream of a rabbit gasping out its small life in the murderous talons 
of an owl. He made his way to the edge of a slough he would have 
to wade. The black surface of the water, like volcanic glass, gave 
back the reflection of the stars more clearly here, in the shadowed 
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darkness, than in the moonlit sky itself. As he stood motionless, a 
doe picked her way daintily down to the water’s edge, two month-old 
twin fawns nuzzling against her for protection. He waited until 
they left; he had no desire to frighten any mother with her two 
children. 

Then he went on; floundering where he could not heip it, wading 
watercourses where he must, upbraiding himself for the clumsy way 
in which he moved through the clashing palmetto leaves in a verit- 
able uproar. Of course, Fleex might not even be at the cabin, now but 
a short distance off. If he were there, he would certainly taunt Claude 
for having forgotten all his woodcraft and making more noise than a 
railroad train in going through the swamps. 

He must be almost at his journey’s end. He could feel he was on 
rising, firmer ground. Just beyond the next open glade would be the 
hideaway. One of his shoes had become unlaced. He bent over, 
raising his foot to a fallen cypress log, before sending a halloo across 
the glade to call Fleex, if Fleex were there. He never knew what made 
him look up; some whisper of alien sound, perhaps simply some 
premonition of peril. He saw a stab of flame, but by the time the 
heavy crump of a shotgun blast reached him, he had sunk down 
through a black and bottomless well of agony into oblivion. 


CHAPTER THIRTY 


HE previous evening had started well for Fleex; he was con- 
scious that his new uniform set off his spare, wide shouldered 
figure to good advantage, and proud of the two narrow gold 
stripes denoting that he was now second engineer, It had taken him 
a long time to win his promotion, because he had so often fallen from 
grace; but at last he had got it and he was determined that he would 
soon get another. With this in mind, he did not seek out his usual 
shoreside haunts on Decatur Street, but walked away from the river 
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and along the broad brightly lighted way of Canal toward what had 
once been the city’s landward rampart and was hence still called 
Rampart Street. 

Here he paused for awhile, and looked appraisingly over the pedes- 
trians who seemed to revel not merely in the comfort of cool weather, 
but even more in the freedom to mingle with one another now that 
the worst yellow fever epidemic had waned with the first frosts. 
Forgotten were the grim vehicles piled high with bodies that no one 
had time or material to coffin decently, the carts sprinkling carbolic 
acid along the open gutters, the air of desolation that wrapped a city 
from which all who could leave had fled. 

He turned at last into Rampart Street, frontier of the Tenderloin 
beyond which stood the close-built bordellos of Storyville. From 
brightly lighted doorways of saloon and cabaret came the jungly 
bounce of dance music, the tinny crash of mechanical pianos, or the 
high-pitched voices, strident rather than seductive, with their unvary- 
ing strumpet call of ‘C’m’on in, honey!’ A current favourite of the 
prize ring, followed by his entourage of sutlers, shouldered his way 
into the establishment whose proprietor was reputed to be ‘Mayor of 
Storyville’ and was as riotously welcomed as, a few years hence, 
battle scarred and penniless, he would be hustled off the premises. 

Fleex turned back toward the river on Customhouse Street. At a 
doorway decorated with live-oak greenery and Spanish Moss, be- 
neath a sign proclaiming the establishment to be “The Vineyard’, he 
turned in. A number of conspicuously dressed young women. who 
all wore, among other things, ostrich plume hats and heart-shaped 
lockets on chains so Jong the baubles dangled at the level of their 
knees, swerved toward him, He beckoned one, and led her to an 
otherwise unoccupied table for four; its grey-grimed cloth was bare 
except for one plate on which rested what had once been a sandwich. 
The Vineyard’s proprietor, careful to maintain cordial relations with 
the authorities in the matter of regular cash contributions, was thus 
enabled to practise thrift in having his saloon licensed as a restaurant 
where food was served —the petrifying sandwich, of which each table 
displayed one, furnished proof of it. 

“Bourbon — bottled stock, and bring the bottle,” said Fleex to the 
waiter. “None of that rotgut you serve across the bar, understand.” 
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“Whisky and plain water,” said the girl. 

Fleex knew that she would receive a glass of water coloured by a 
few tablespoonfuls of cold tea and that he would be charged a dollar 
for it. But that was part of the price. He would also be charged for 
the sandwich with every round of drinks that was ordered. A plain 
steel, wooden-handled steak knife lay beside the plate; the fork which 
should have been there was missing. 

“How long you going to be in port, honey?” asked the girl 
mechanically. 

“Long enough,” Fleex grinned. 

The shrill voice of a singer proclaiming that ‘I wuz bawn in 
Vawginya, that’s the state that’ll winya, if ya got a soul inya’, 
drowned out the next question and the girl’s affirmative answer. It did 
not matter. He would make sure he was taken to no creep or clip; 
the music, the lights, the girls and the laughter were like a draught 
of heady wine after Puerto de Cro, and the unswept cantinas along 
the sandy short, with no choice except between tequila and veeskie- 
cocktaileys. 

He flexed his muscles under the trim new uniform jacket. This 
was home, and no place like it. Something that might have been a 
shadow, or the half-caught echo of a single high note plucked from a 
guitar — something unsubstantial—flashed for a fractional instant 
across his inner consciousness and was gone as swiftly as it came, He 
tried to recapture it for he felt it had been sweet to the eye, to the ear, 
to his entire being. But it was gone. Then, abruptly, someone called 
his name. 


“Fleex! Fleex Primeaux! The stallion of the wil’ herd his own 
self, yes!” 

He glanced at the speaker, a ruddy, pig-eyed man, whose naturally 
stocky build was already running to corpulence, although he was still 
young. The look was without recognition. 

“Pm supposed to know you?” he asked incuriously. 

“You bet you’ whole goddam life you been knowin’ me,” retorted 
the other. “You done try to kill me once account of a fight we was 
havin’, us, over a no-good little piece call’ Prudence. I’m from the 
prairie in Acadia Parish, me, same as you. My name Polydore.” 

“Well, by God, I wouldn’t have known you!” exclaimed Fleex, 
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his expression lightening perceptibly. “Pull up a blonde and sit down. 
What the hell you doing here? Don’t you live by Crowley any 
more?” 

“Sho’ do I, me. Got a wife and three kids; maybe four, but I didn’t 
since last night when I left home, and another one li’ble to be born 
most any minute.” 

“Then what brings you to town?” 

“Man, I can sell my rice yuh in N’Yawlins for too much more 
than those bastards in Crowley and Rayne will give. That’s what I 
been doin’ today, me, and now I got a pocketful of rocks, and I’m 
gonna be a wil’ young buck before I go back tomorrow and settle 
down. Course, they got some place outside Crowley on the South 
Side these days . . . but a man gotta be careful when he got a wife 
and three kids, maybe four, special if his wife is one slow-poke gal 
from the prairies.” 

Fleex had been eyeing the speaker with growing distaste as the 
rambling and slightly tipsy conversation proceeded. But the shrill- 
voiced singer took charge of the situation once more, asking what 
sounded like, “Are you sincere, are you sincere, why don’t you call 
me your deceeerie?” Fleex waited until the din subsided and then he 
asked, rather ominously, “What’s the matter with girls from the 
prairie?” 

“What the hell, you can answer that better’n me,” retorted Poly- 
dore. “We had a fight over one what wasn’t worth powder to blow 
her to hell, when we was kids, us, didn’t we? And from all I hear 
you nearly got caught with ’nother one only you made a fast-fast 
getaway in time, and not like . . .” 

Obscene phrases from the banana ports leaped to Fleex’ lips even 
as he lunged across the table, “Hijo de puta! Cabron!” he snarled as 
the table turned under his weight and decanted plate and sandwich 
to the floor. But Fleex caught a flash of glinting metal and swept the 
steak knife into a hand that rose and fell. The rest was confusion, a 
babel of high-pitched screams, the drum of heavy feet across the 
floor and one flash of what had been beefy, red-faced Polydore a 
moment earlier, blood welling from a gaping wound in his chest and 
a slash along the side of his neck. His eyes, open but unseeing, were 
rolled back in their sockets, his face no longer ruddy but waxen. . . . 

299 


Fleex was unobtrusively worming his way through the legs of 
those pressing forward to see what had happened, Outside, whistles 
shrilled and the loud trilling sound of nightsticks sounded an alarm 
against the pavement. But Fleex had reached a back courtyard by this 
time. He caught sight of a doorway, obviously used for the disposal of 
garbage, and tossed into an open trash barrel the steak knife he still 
held in his hand, then stepped from one littered courtyard to another, 
until a dimly gaslit hallway gave him egress to a quiet street. 

He mingled with the crowd on Canal Street as soon as he could, 
worked his way toward the river and then upstream toward the 
banana docks, He knew he should change his uniform before he 
could hope to escape the hue and cry that must, by now, be out 
against him. This was no mere drunk and disorderly brawl. Those 
wide, unseeing eyes, rolled back in a waxy countenance, and the pool 
of blood spreading its grim verdict over the soiled, sawdust strewn 
floor, had brooked no denial. But even as he approached the Felicity 
Street wharf, slipping along the shadows cast by brick walls inclosing 
cotton press yards, he heard the clanging bell of a patrol wagon, as 
the shod hooves of its two horses clattered over the great granite 
blocks of the street paving. 

The hunt was up already, then. Someone must have identified him, 
one of the hangers-on who might have recognized him from earlier 
bar-room brawls. He headed away from the river, made his way 
along Parkerson Square with its low date palms, and walked up- 
stream along the huge arc of St. Charles, until an owl car, bumping 
along with one flat wheel, overtook him; then he rode undisturbed 
to the end of the line. 

Here he once more slipped into the shadows and made his way 
unobserved to the nearby levee. Dawn was almost breaking when he 
reached the Kenner interchange, a switch track on which freight cars 
could be shunted from the Southern Pacific to the Valley Railroad. 
While brakemen with dancing lanterns broke a freight train into short 
sections, each of which was pushed on to a huge car ferry, he climbed 
on to the roof of a box car. 

Daylight broke over the slow, jolting freight train at Lafourche 
Crossing, where the chuffing little engine took on water. Fleex glided 
into the rank growth that bordered the Tomswood Plantation switch, 
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waited until the train pulled out and, seeing himself in a deserted 
area, drank deeply from the tap-like faucet of a rainwater cistern. 
Then he retreated into the undergrowth, feeling a sense of security in 
the swamp which was such familiar territory to him and so little 
known to any probable pursuer. He dozed and rested through the day 
on a pallet of Spanish Moss piled over a bed of broad palmetto fronds. 
When the first freight train stopped at the crossing for water, he 
slipped into an empty gondola and was still there when the train 
trundled into the outskirts of Rayne. Here he left it, sustaining a 
nasty fall, for he was on a Red Ball—a through freight— which 
would make no stops between Lafayette and Lake Charles, except to 
go into a passing switch when letting a fast passenger train go by. 
But he dared not let himself be seen at Crowley, where there was 
such a switch. If he had been identified, the alarm would be out for 
him at Crowley, too. 

He would have to hole up again through the day. He dared not 
risk being seen crossing the open prairie to the deep swamp in the 
Stewpan Cove area, through which he could still make his way blind- 
fold. But he clubbed two jumbo frogs along the banks of a slough, 
still shrunken from the drought and heat of autumn, and broiled 
them on sticks over a small fire of dry cypress bark, which glowed 
like punk with almost no smoke. By nightfall, he knew he was safe. 
He was not even worried about the drenching moonlight that silvered 
the open grasslands he must traverse. Before midnight, if all went 
well, he would have a change of clothing, a gun, food and a secret 
hiding-place in which he could maintain himself against a small 
army. 

When at last he came within sight of the cabin, it appeared, at first 
glance, far more dilapidated than he remembered. He paused in thick 
undergrowth at the edge of the clearing to take careful stock of the 
structure — little more than a hut—of weathered grey cypress slabs, 
set on cypress pillars to raise it above the temporary flood levels left 
by heavy rains in the wet season. Some cypress shakes were missing 
from the roof, but these spots he could thatch with palmetto. The 
pillars appeared sound enough, however, as he peered into the black- 
ness beneath the cabin, searching for some trace of movement. But, 
as his sharp, forest-trained vision adjusted itself to the darkness, he 
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could see through to the other side of this space and no signs of alien 
presence appeared there. He stepped cautiously into the open, then 
strode to the steps, mounted them and entered the cabin, which was 
instantly flooded by moonlight. 

He could see there was dry wood in the box by the old stove; that 
had been one of the rules they had observed even as children: the 
woodbox must be left well filled on departure. Who could say how 
long these stove lengths had been there? They might be the very 
ones he had put there himself, twelve years earlier. More probably, by 
this time, the existence of the cabin had been discovered by some 
stray trapper. It was also possible that Claude still went there occa- 
sionally, though Fleex doubted it and he felt sure that Lavinia never 
did. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that he was there himself, 
safe and sound, and that a supply of fuel was ready at hand. 

Fumbling in one of the storage boxes, he closed his hand on the 
smooth cool metal of his old acetylene headlight. He examined its 
various parts hastily, noting with satisfaction that all seemed intact— 
even the flexible tube from a small belt tank for carbide and water to 
the reflector with its gas jets, attached to a band worn about the head. 
With this light Fleex had formerly shined many a frog, rabbit, 
bécasse and deer. At the moment, the device was useless; its few bits 
of carbide had long since caked into inertness, But that was a lack he 
could soon replenish. Meanwhile, a box of candles was still on hand; 
so were some canned beans, a glass jar of dried beans and another of 
green coffee. A tin of sugar was intact and a small lard pail was 
di filled with flour, though this was probably too weevilly to be 
used. 

He lighted a candle and, shielding its fame with one hand, began 
a search for dry clothing. Again, he was fortunate; he found overalls 
and a jumper rolled together and, well cached inside the bundle, a 
pint bottle of whisky, almost full. He took a long drink, then stripped 
quickly to the skin, stuffed his muddy outer garments into his dis- 
carded shirt and knotted its sleeves about the bundle, so that it could 
be stowed above the ceiling joists for the present, He hoped no preg- 
nant cotton rat would decide to establish a well-shredded maternity 
ward there. 7 

He had found no shoes, but he was now dry and reasonably warm 
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and the whisky had been a boon. He took another drink and con- 
tinued his inventory. His shotgun, an old hammer-firing single but 
serviceable enough, was still where he had stowed it deep in a nest of 
well-oiled rags, and so were a dozen buckshot shells. The food prob- 
lem would thus solve itself. Tomorrow, he would pot a deer. There 
was enough salt to preserve whatever meat he did not use before it 
turned too faizandé. Now to make coffee and warm a can of beans. 
Meanwhile, another drink. . . . 

He paused, setting down the bottle, almost empty. . . . Something 
big and clumsy was moving out yonder .. . coming closer and 
closer to the cabin through the palmettos, Something or someone? 
Or how many? A posse already? He had been observed at Rayne, 
perhaps, when he fell from the Red Ball freight; if so, the entire 
countryside might be raised against him by now. 

He brought the flat of his right palm down on the candle flame, 
mashing it into extinction, Then, carefully, he opened one of the 
wooden shutters so that he could peer out, while he fumbled a buck- 
shot shell into the breech of his shotgun by touch, and slid the long 
barrel across the window-sill for a stable rest. Steady now; the noise 
might be made merely by a stray cow. If so, she would serve even 
better than deer. 

But it was not a cow. It was a man, thick set and stocky, wearing a 
wide-brimmed, light-coloured felt hat. Fleex could make out no 
features, for, as the newcomer stepped into the open, he bent forward 
as if to fasten a shoe-lace, so that Fleex could see no more than the 
crown of that light-coloured felt hat above the unwavering sight-bead 
of his shotgun. 

Silence closed down on the swamp, a silence which seemed all the 
deeper after the blasting roar of the weapon. Finally it was broken 
as a voice, seemingly disembodied, sounded in the riven night. 

“That'll show ’em. I can’t get strung up any oftener for a dozen of 
those sonabitches than for the two I got already. I’ll have plenty of 
company before they cut me down. But in the open, and fighting 
back. Not any business of being fed up and washed and stuffed like I 
was somebody’s hog being fatted up for the boucherie.” 

As the voice trailed off into silence, there was a barely perceptible 
stir in the vegetation. Then a dim form materialized in the glade and 
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Fleex, barefooted, stepped out into the open and trained the muzzle 
of his shotgun on the motionless figure lying at the edge of the 
water, 

“Too goddam bad you can’t go back and tell them about it,” he 
muttered. “I’d better take you off and bury you, else the carrion 
crows are likely to bring too many others to this spot at one time. 
Wonder do I know him?” 

He turned the body over and, in the moonlight, looked down on 
his cousin’s face. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 


LMIGHTY God! It’s Claude!” 
The anguished words, half whisper and half groan, were 
torn from Fleex’s throat. He did not even know that he had 
uttered them, as he sank on his knees beside the still form. Then he 
began to babble frantically. “I never meant to do it, not to you! I 
wouldn’t go to hurt you, I swear on my mother’s grave I wouldn't. 
You got to listen to me, you got to tell me...” 

His desperate appeal was voiced without volition; it was based on 
no wild belief that there would be a response to it. Claude was clearly 
unconscious. Nevertheless, Fleex continued his incoherent pleading 
as he ran a groping hand over his cousin’s chest, hoping against hope 
to find signs of life. The hand was instantly covered with blood, but 
uncer it he could feel 2 spasmodic rise and fall. His heart bounded 
with sudden joy. 

“I didn’t know it was you!” he cried. “You got to believe that, 
Claude! Can you hear me, man, can you?” 

With a stab of relief that was like a sharp pain, Fleex saw the fallen 
man’s head turn slowly. His eyes fluttered as they opened, but once 
their gaze was fixed, it was surprisingly clear, and presently a twisted 
smile tugged at the angle of the lips. 

“Yes, I hear you,” he whispered reassuringly. Then his voice, weak 

304 


at first, became stronger and steadier. “I know you never meant to do 
it. And I’m not bad hit. You used to shoot straighter than that.” 

“Don’t joke, man, you’ve got blood all over you. Your shoulder’s 
punctured. I’ve got some clean cloth in the cabin, FI tie it up. Are 
you hit anywhere else?” 

“My leg, I think. Maybe my chest, too. And I’ve got a hell of a 
headache. One of those slugs must have creased me, But it'll take a lot 
more than that to keep me down. Help me up, so I can sit on that 
log.” 

Fleex leaned his shotgun upright against the log, then stooped and 
slipped sinewy arms under the recumbent figure and eased it gently 
down again. A swift examination showed that Claude was right : his 
head revealed only a slight contusion; but blood was flowing as 
freely from his leg as from his shoulder, and there was another bullet 
puncture at the right side of the chest. 4 

“That one don’t look so bad though,” Fleex said thankfully. “At 
least, it isn’t bleeding as much as the others. Will you be all right if I 
leave you long enough to go and get that cloth?” 

“Sure. You only hit me with four buckshot out of eleven in that 
shell,” Claude gibed. “If I were a buck, I'd be clean across the 
parish line by now.” 

“I said, don’t joke about it.” Fleex had gone quickly into the cabin, 
ceturning with some white cloth which he tore into strips, and bound 
tightly around the thigh and shoulder wounds to stop their bleeding. 
As he worked, he went on talking. 

“Tm so thankful I didn’t kill you, I’m almost ready to give myself 
up for butchering that fat son of a bitch, Polydore Lasseigne, in New 
Orleans. You see, I thought the posse was after me for murder. 
That’s how I happened——” 

“You'll give all hell up,” Claude exclaimed with sudden spirit. “I 
came out here to tell you about Polydore. You didn’t need to run 
away on account of him. He isn’t even bad hurt. Just a stab here and 
there, Tobe Bennett —he’s high sheriff now —told me. Tobe says 
there isn’t even a case against you, because Polydore hasn’t any idea 
of going to the city to testify. You might get ten days in the House of 
Detention for being drunk and disorderly, but that would be all. 
Tobe promised there wouldn't be any fugitive from justice charges. 
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But he was afraid, if he sent a posse after you, you’d shoot somebody 
and get shot yourself. So he asked me to look you up, and I said 
sure——”’ 

“I wouldn’t shoot you! That’s what you told him, isn’t it? And 
then that’s just what I did do! Well, it’s done now, and I’ve tied you 
up as well as I know how.” 

“You did fine, too, So the next thing is for me to stay here, all 
quiet and easy, while you hustle to town and get some men with a 
stretcher. I’m not hurt too bad, but I couldn’t walk far.” 

“You're not staying out here alone. You and I are staying together 
and I’m getting you to a doctor quick.” 

“Not to a doctor. To Lavinia. Home. When I get home, Lavinia’ll 
see to everything. She’s wonderful. She’ll get hold of a doctor. Be- 
sides, I want to get into my own bed.” 

For the first time, since he had found Claude, words did not come 
pouring out of Fleex’s throat; instead, he had to swallow hard before 
he spoke. 

“Sure,” he finally managed to say. ““That’ll be best—to get you 
home first and have Lavinia send for a doctor and look after you 
while we're waiting for him to come. How’d you get out here —in a 
buggy?” 

“Yes—left it by the old cabin on the ‘island’ where Miss Millie 
used to keep school. Remember how we hid there from the feus 
follets one evening when we were children? It’s a queer thing, they 
were flying all around it when I came out tonight.” 

Again there was a slight pause before Fleex answered. Then, 
though he spoke with an effort, he did so with resolution. “Yes, I 
remember,” he said. “All right then, I’ll carry you out to the buggy 
and drive you into town. Maybe I don’t shoot as good as I used to, 
but I could still carry you to the schoolhouse and juggle pool balls 
while I was doing it. Just let me slip into my shoes, and we'll be off.” 

As gently as possible, he helped Claude rise, and slung his cousin 
across his shoulders in the ‘fireman’s carry’ that had been a feature 
of every boat drill in which he had taken part since he ran away to 
sea. Then he made his way, steadily and carefully, through clashing 
palmettos, across small waterways and over fallen logs to the ‘island’, 
where the buggy was hitched near the old schoolhouse, the patient 

306 


horse drooping in the shafts. Painstakingly, Fleex lifted Claude into 
the seat. 

“There you are!” he said with well assumed cheerfulness. “Now, 
just as soon as I unhitch this old crowbait of yours, we'll be on our 
way into town, Feel like you can take it if we drive easy over this 
first rough stretch ?” 

“Take it! Getting this far, I expect I could drive back to town 
myself.” 

“Don’t talk like you didn’t have all your marbles,” Fleex retorted, 
getting in beside his cousin and encircling the wounded shoulder 
with his right arm, while taking the reins firmly in his left hand. 
“Tl drive you into town and get you to your house, so the doctor can 
tie you up right—not clumsy like I did it—after Lavinia has you 
settled in bed. All you have to do in the meantime is to take it easy 
and show me where you live, Remember, I haven’t been to Crowley 
in more than ten years.” 

“That’s ten years too long. But you won’t have any trouble finding 
your way. They never did change the original layout, even if Crow- 
ley’s almost a city now.” 

For a few minutes, he spoke with pride of the wonderful progress 
that had been made in his home town. Then he lapsed into silence. 
Fleex had to remind Claude again that he would need to know the 
exact address; after that, of course he could find his way there all 
right. Claude gave the address and added a description of his home 
and its grounds, again speaking with pride. After that, he fell silent a 
second time. Every now and then Fleex asked, “How you making 
out?” and the answer was invariably the same, “Hell I’m all right.” 
But Fleex did not feel so sure of it. Once on the highway, he forced 
the tired horse to a faster gait and, under his breath, murmured the 
long disused prayer which he had learned at his mother’s knee: 
“Sainte Marie, Mére de Dieu, priez pour nous pauvres pecheurs, 
maintenant et al’heure de notre mort!” 

“Pray for us now!” he muttered. “Never mind about the hour of 
our death — that’s a long way off—it’s got to be. Pray for us now, 
Holy Mother!” 

Claude was leaning more heavily against him and Fleex shifted 
his position slightly, hoping to give the wounded man greater ease. 
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Was it a mistake, he wondered, to try driving so fast? Inevitably, it 
meant more jolting, for even the best part of the road was rough; but 
he did not dare risk a moment’s unnecessary delay and he gave a 
smothered exclamation of relief as he realized that they were at last 
approaching their destination. Only a few lights were burning in 
West Crowley, the Negro section of the town, though here and there 
a sudden glow of lamplight revealed coloured couples dancing with 
abandon to the blare of a gramophone, or a group of dusky men drink- 
ing and dicing around a table; and the road was no better here than 
it had been out in the country. Fleex would have to get nearly to 
Parkerson Avenue before he could hope for any improvement; then 
he would have to keep track of the streets he passed and figure out 
the relation of their numbers to the alphabetically named avenues. Of 
course, that should not be too hard; but the character of the place had 
changed so completely that he was bewildered. He had left a stragg- 
ling, unkept village; he had returned to a trim, pleasing town, with 
well-painted houses set in the midst of carefully tended lawns, behind 
neat fences; there was something baffling about the complete un 
familiarity of it all. Moreover, he was still hampered by his inability 
to see exactly where he was, for most of the houses in this section, 
too, were in darkness, and there were no street lights. But Claude, 
who had been silent for so long that Fleex thought he might again 
have lapsed into unconsciousness, suddenly struggled into a more up- 
right position and spoke clearly and happily. 

“Take the next turn to the left and go up two blocks. As I told you, 
it’s a corner house—the white one with a deep gallery —the prettiest 
house in Crowley. And it has the prettiest yard. And listen, did you 
know? I’ve got two of the cutest kids, I want you to see them. They'll 
= asleep now, of course, but you can go into the nursery and look at 

em.” 

“Td like to. Boys or girls? How old are they?” Fleex asked, for 
the sake of saying something. 

“One of each — Prosper and Anne Marie. Seven and four. We lost 
our first baby — that is, Lavinia had a miscarriage a few months after 
we were married. Of course, it was a dreadful disappointment at the 
time, But I don’t think Lavinia grieves over it any more. Anyway, 
she never talks about it. And I don’t—I’ve got so much else.” 
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You've got so much else! I'll say you have! A wonderful wife, two 
cute kids, the prettiest house in Crowley, But can you keep them? 
Have you got enough life left in you after what I’ve done to you? 
Pve coveted everything you’ve got, I tried to steal Lavinia from you, 
I wanted to father her children. But I wouldn't have killed you to do 
it. I went away and left you a clear field, And now that lve come 
back — Sainte Marie, Mère de Dieu... 

The unspoken words were choking him. But Claude was speaking 
again, with happiness in his voice. 

““We’re home, Fleex.”’ 

It was true. Fleex had been too distraught to notice when the faith- 
ful old horse stopped, of its own accord, beside a great granite block 
at the edge of the sidewalk, opposite a gate that stood open to dis- 
close a flower-bordered path leading to a gracious gallery. This house 
was not in darkness. The porch light was on, the window shades 
raised to show the cheerful glow of lamps inside. Everything about it 
bespoke prosperity, ease, comfort, love . . . 

This time, Fleex did not fling the helpless figure across his shoul- 
ders, but cradled it in his arms, as he bore it over the flower-bordered 
path and up the gallery steps toward the lighted door, which opened 
at his approach. Evidently, Lavinia had been listening for footsteps, 
waiting to receive her husband. Now she stood, framed in the en- 
trance, lovely and expectant, her white dress luminous, her golden 
hair crowning her with its radiance, Her sudden cry of horror pierced 
Fleex’s heart with a sharper thrust than any knife could have giyen. 
Then, soothing and silencing her, came Claude’s quick kind words. 

“Don’t be frightened, darling. There’s been an accident, but every- 
thing’s all right now. Fleex was there to bring me home.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 


HERE were no more screams, there was not even a delaying 

question. Swiftly, calmly, Lavinia led the way upstairs to a 

pleasant chamber where a coal fire glowed on the hearth and 
the lamps were softly shaded. She whipped back a flowered counter- 
pane and fluffy blankets from a wide four-poster, and Fleex laid his 
burden down between spotless sheets, under a snowy canopy of 
dotted muslin. Claude looked up and smiled, 

“That’s what I wanted, to be in my own bed,” he said. “My, but it 
feels good—as good as it looks! I'll be all right now. But, honey, 
maybe you'd better see if you can get hold of a doctor. Fleex’ll stay 
with me while you telephone.” 

She bent over to kiss him and he lifted his uninjured arm and 
patted her shoulder. Then she sped down the stairs and they could 
hear her turning the crank that rang the telephone bell and speaking 
rapidly into the transmitter, Claude turned his head to look at Flex. 

“We've got three doctors in town now. One of them, Hadley, is 
away on his vacation. But she ought to be able to get hold of Morris 
or Cartier. Anyhow, as I keep telling you, I’m all right now.” 

His gaze wandered around the room, resting contentedly first on 
one object in it and then on another. Afterward, he looked back at 
Fleex. 

“It’s nice, isn’t it?” he asked, and there was the same pride in his 
voice as when he had spoken to Fleex about his home in the course 
of their terrible ride. 

“Yes, fine. I don’t wonder you wanted to get here.” 

“And Lavinia, she’s — she’s — well, as I told you, she’s wonderful. 
Not that you needed me to say so. You knew it, too.” 

“Yes, I’ve always known it.” 

“I’m sorry my good luck was your bad luck, Fleex.” 

“I’m not. This is the way it ought to have been. I mean, that it 
ought to be.” 
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“I hope you really feel that way.” 

Claude closed his eyes, apparently satisfied that no more needed to 
be said, and undisturbed because Lavinia did not return more 
promptly, bringing a report from the doctor. With growing anxiety, 
Fleex listened as she continued to ring numbers and talk over the 
telephone. When at last she came upstairs again, he was aware of the 
concern underlying her calm words. 

“Dr. Cartier’s house doesn’t answer. He’s a bachelor and lives 
alone. Central is trying to locate him—he’s probably out at a party 
somewhere. Dr. Morris is on a confinement case. Mrs. Morris helped 
me to reach him and I managed to talk with him briefly. But he says 
he can’t leave his patient for at least another hour. She’s having a 
very hard time. It’s a matter of life and death.” 

Claude’s eyes were closed. Fleex and Lavinia, standing face to face, 
looked into each other’s. No words were needed to say that this was 
also a matter of life and death. Claude opened his eyes. 

“Sit down, you two,” he said. “I want to talk to you.” 

“Claude, please—I think you ought to save your strength. Wait 
until after the doctor’s been here.” 

“I want to talk to you both now. We might not have such a good 
chance later on. The doctor might find a broken bone he wanted to 
set and give me something dopey. He might do that even before he 
started probing around, to ease the pain. Then I’d get muddle- 
headed. I couldn’t talk so clear. Besides, we haven’t got anything else 
to do, have we, while we wait for him?” 

“No, Pd like to get your clothes off, change the bandages, make 
you more comfortable. But I think perhaps I’d better not move 
you.” i 

“No, I expect you’d better not. I’m comfortable just like I am. But 
I want to talk to you—both of you. Pull up a couple of chairs, close 
to the bed. Only thing makes me uneasy is to have you keep on 
standing up.” 

It would do more harm than good to argue with him, they both 
realised that. They did as he asked. 

“You remember Polydore Lasseigne, don’t you, honey ?” 

“How could I forget him?” 

“That’s right, none of us could, Well, he and Fleex got into some 
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kind of a no-account fight in New Orleans—all the fat pig’s fault, of 
course,” 

“Yes, of course.” 

“But Fleex got the notion he’d really hurt Polydore—hurt him 
bad, I mean. So he made a quick getaway. Maybe it wasn’t the most 
sensible thing to do, but it was the most natural thing to do. You see 
that, too, don’t you?” 

“Yes.” 

“Tobe Bennett came to the mill this afternoon and told me about 
it. He asked me if I wouldn’t see if I could find Fleex’s hideaway and 
get him to give himself up—thought it might save a lot of trouble if 
I could. I don’t know as it’s necessary to tell you all the whys and 
wherefores . . .” 

“No, it isn’t.” 

“And I thought I knew where to look for Fleex.” 

“In our old cabin?” 

“Yes, But Fleex didn’t think it might be me coming to look for 
him. He thought it was a posse. He thought someone fired.” 

“I never——” Fleex began hotly. Claude held up his uninjured 
hand. 

“Just a minute. I said I wanted to talk to you both and I do. But 
right now, I’m talking to Lavinia. . . . You know how it is, honey, 
there’s crackling sounds in the woods sometimes.” 

“Yes, I know.” 

“So Fleex fired, too—in self-defence. Do you understand?” . 

“Yes.” 

“You're sure?” 

“Pm sure.” 

“You heard what I said to Lavinia, Fleex. Now 1] want you to tell 
me that you understand, too.” 

“If you think I'm going to lie about what I did to you, just to save 
my own worthless hide——” 

“What are you talking about? Your hide isn’t in any danger 
of needing to be saved. But what you did to me was an accident. 
And the accident happened just like I said it did. You thought 
you were being attacked and you fired in self-defence. If Lavinia 
can understand what I’ve said, I should think you could. I’m getting 
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kind of tired, Y don’t feel like talking much more. I wish——” 

“Fleex, tell him you understand. That’s what he wants.” 

Again, Fleex and Lavinia looked steadily at each other and again, 
no words were needed between them. This time, however, it was not 
the significance of words already spoken, that was so clear to them, it 
was the meaning of words which had not been uttered, which could 
not be uttered: that’s all he wants. That’s all you can do for him 
now, to make up for what's already happened. Thats the last thing 
he’s ever going to ask of you. 

“I guess I understand,” Fleex said slowly. 

“Fine! Now everything really is all right.” Claude closed his eyes 
again. His breathing was becoming more laboured and, though he 
did not seem to be suffering greatly, he was obviously growing 
weaker. Lavinia rose. 

“I'm going to try Dr. Morris again. That baby must be born by this 
time.” 

Fleex rose, too, and followed her through the door. When they 
were in the hall, he spoke softly, in French. 

“While you’re at the telephone, hadn’t you better try for a priest, 
too?” 

“Yes, of course. Thanks, Fleex. I wouldn’t have thought of it if 
you hadn’t reminded me.” 

“What about the children? I don’t need to tell you he thinks a lot 
of them. He talked to me about them, while we were driving in. 
Wouldn’t he want——” 

For the first time, Lavinia, instead of giving an immediate answer, 
pondered for a few moments. “No,” she said eventually. “I think if 
he’d wanted to see them, he’d have asked for them. I mean, of course 
he wants to see them, but he doesn’t want them to see him, all covered 
with blood that way. I think he knows if they were waked up, out of 
a peaceful sleep, and taken into his room ~ well, it might be a terrible 
shock to them, a shock they wouldn’t get over. I think it’s better for 
them...” 

She did not finish her sentence and, once again, the unspoken 
words were clear. She thought it was better for them to remember 
him as they had seen him at supper-time, when the little family had 
been together, well and happy and united, “Youre right, of course,” 
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he said, and then added, “‘couldn’t I do the telephoning this time? 
That way, you wouldn’t have to be out of the room. Just tell me the 
numbers.” 

He came back to find Lavinia sitting quietly by Claude’s bed and 
Claude apparently sleeping. The report he brought was encouraging : 
the baby had been born, things had gone better at the end, Dr. 
Morris could leave his confinement case very shortly and be at the 
Villacs’ house in less than an hour. Father Van Alfen was starting 
for the house right away. 

“PI go back downstairs. Then I can let them in when they come. 
Unless there’s something I can do for you here?” 

“No, there isn’t anything.” 

He hesitated. “Do you know how to get everything ready for 
Father Van Alfen, Lavinia?” 

“We have some candles in the house that have been blessed and 
Holy Water, of course. Claude’s always been very particular about 
that. And he’s told me how everything is done when —at times like 
this. But I’ve never actually done it or seen it done.” 

“Then perhaps I could help. I helped my father when my mother 
was dying.” 

It was the first intimation on the part of either that Claude might 
be dying. Deftly, Fleex laid on a little table the clean white cloth 
Lavinia brought him, took the crucifix from the wall and set it be- 
tween two lighted candles together with the branch of dried palm 
that had been tacked above it, put the Holy Water into place. Then 
he hesitated again. 

‘There should be another clean white cloth across his chest. 
Wouldn’t you like to put that there yourself ?” 

“No, Pd like you to do that, too. I think Claude would want 
you to.” 

Claude opened his eyes again as Fleex bent over him, and whis- 
pered something Lavinia did not hear. Then he seemed to lapse into 
unconsciousness. 

“TIl go down now and meet Father at the door with another 
lighted candle. Then I'll come back upstairs with him. But I won't 
stay.” 

A ’d like to have you.” 
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“If Claude rouses enough to confess and receive Communion, I 
couldn’t anyway, you know. Besides. I think I should watch for the 
doctor.” 

“Al right.” 

He was back again, almost immediately, with the priest and, after 
one glance at his cousin, left the room. But, as Father Van Alfen ap- 
proached the bedside, Claude stirred slightly and spoke in a whisper. 
The priest signalled to Lavinia and she went out into the hall. But it 
was only a matter of minutes before he summoned her to return and 
asked if she would not care to kneel; he was already beginning his 
preparations to administer Extreme Unction. When he had finished 
anointing the dying man, he gently inquired whether it would be 
any comfort to have him remain longer. Without rising, Lavinia 
shook her head, and he quietly took his departure. On the stair land- 
ing, he met Dr. Morris, who was on his way up. Neither tried to 
detain the other, The priest had done all he could, the physician was 
hoping it was not too late for him to do anything. Fleex accompanied 
Father Van Alfen to his buggy and, as they went down the garden 
walk, the priest, who had not failed to observe his escort’s disordered 
dress and ill-concealed agitation, slackened his pace to permit seem- 
ingly casual conversation. 

“I am glad I arrived in time to hear Claude confess and give him 
Holy Communion. Everything was beautifully prepared for me. I 
had not expected to find such perfect order. Mrs. Villac has been 
scrupulous about keeping all her prenuptial promises; but she has 
never shown any leanings toward Catholicism herself.” 

“No, I’d hardly think she would.” 

“Perhaps you were responsible for the preparations?” 

“I helped.” 

“I should have guessed that, knowing your family background. I 
am sure nothing connected with the Faith was neglected in your 
upbringing.” 

“I was baptized, of course. My mother taught me my prayers and 
lived long enough to see me make my First Holy Communion. I 
won’t say it was also my last— but you must have heard that I’m the 
black sheep of the flock.” 

“No, Felix, I have not. I have heard your brother, Clement, who 
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used to be one of my altar boys, speak of you with the greatest 
affection, also, your sister, Mezalee, who is an ornament to her 
Order.” 

“Yes, she’s the saint of the family and Clement’s the support. I’m 
the sinner.” 

“It’s never too late to repent of sin, my son... . Perhaps you 
would care to come and see me tomorrow. We could have a talk. It 
need not be a formal confession if you are not ready for that.” 

“Its very kind of you, Father. I appreciate your interest. But I 
don’t expect to be here tomorrow.” 

“Ah well—there are understanding priests everywhere. Don’t for- 
get that. And God be with you wherever you're going.” 

Father Van Alfen raised his hand in blessing and got into his 
buggy, respectfully assisted by his coloured driver. Fleex turned away 
and, with quickened footsteps, returned to the front hall. Surely the 
physician, who had arrived so tardily, would have finished examin- 
ing Claude by now and have something to report, almost any minute 
now. But the wait seemed interminable, though it was actually only 
a short time before Dr. Morris, his face furrowed with fatigue, came 
down the stairs and stopped beside him. 

“It’s all over,” he said gravely. “The poor fellow’s drowned in his 
own blood.” 

“Drowned in his own blood!” 

“Yes. The wounds on the shoulder and thigh didn’t amount to 
anything—he could have recovered from those all right. It was the 
one in his chest that killed him, An internal haemorrhage gradually 
filled his lungs. From what you told me, over the telephone, I gather 
he was brought some distance in a buggy after the accident. If it had 
only been possible to bring him on a stretcher and save'all that jolt- 
in po BD 

“It would have been. I could have left him and gone for help. He 
suggested it himself. But it would have taken a long while and, 
meantime, he would have had to stay alone and he wanted to get 
home to his wife. I thought the sooner he did-—” 

“You acted for what you thought was the best, of course. Well, it’s 
a sad business. I’ll get word to Toler, so you needn’t worry about 
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“Is it all right for me to go upstairs again? I'd like to say good- 
bye to him if I could. And-and to his wife—I mean, his widow. 
But if you think I shouldn’t———” 

“No, I think you should. As a matter of fact, Mrs, Villac asked me 
to tell you she hoped you would. It might not be a bad plan for you 
to stay with her until her parents or someone else can get here. I'd 
stay myself, but I still don’t feel quite easy about that confinement 
case I’ve just left. Mrs. Villac seems perfectly calm now, but you 
never can tell what a woman’s next reaction will be under these 
circumstances. I don’t like leaving her alone in the house with a dead 
man and two small children.” 

“She didn’t say she wanted me to stay, did she?” 

“No, just that she hoped you’d come to say good-bye. The other 
was my idea. After all, you’re an old friend and a relative by mar- 
riage, aren’t you?” 

“Yes. But I think Lavinia’s idea is a better one. . . . Could you let 
the two families know right away, as well as the undertaker?” 

“Yes, of course . . . but wouldn’t you rather notify the Villacs 
yourself?” 

“Td rather you did, if you don’t mind.” 

“No, I don’t mind.” 

“Then she won’t be alone long. Good night, Doctor.” 

“Good night.” 

He turned and seemed about to ask a question, then apparently 
changed his mind and made a statement instead. “Of course, T'I have 
to report this accident to the authorities. So far, I’m rather in the 
dark as to exactly what happened.” He paused, as if giving Fleex the 
opportunity of making an answer; like the priest, he had not failed to 
observe the extraordinary clothing and strange manner of Claude 
Villac’s cousin; but, as no reply was forthcoming, he went on, “I’m 
sure you'll give me all the information you can, But it can wait until 
morning.” 

“It might as well, mightn’t it? Morning’s almost here.” 

“Yes. Well, good night again.” 

When Fleex re-entered the bedchamber, Lavinia was standing by a 
window just inside the door. All her radiance was gone, but in its 
place were a new quietude and a new dignity, an acceptance of 
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tragedy which, far from crushing her, had given her greater stature 
than ever before. She had never seemed so beautiful. 

She did not move or speak as he walked over to the bed and looked 
down at his cousin. The soiled garments and bloody bandages had 
been removed and the dead man was simply clad in clean white gar- 
ments. He looked perfectly at peace. Fleex made the sign of the cross 
and knelt beside the bed, bowing his head. Then he came back to the 
place where Lavinia was standing. 

“I loved him better than anyone in the world except you. Now I’ve 
killed him and ruined your life. This is the end for me,” he said 
quietly. 

“I know.” 

“I told you that once before, That time, I didn’t mean it, This 
time, I do.” 

“I know.” 

“That kind lie—it won’t be necessary.” 

“I know,” she said the third time. 

On the threshold of her husband’s death chamber, they stood look- 
ing at each other, as powerless to escape the aftermath of the cata- 
strophe which had engulfed them as they had been powerless to 
express their love and longing when they had stood, many years 
before, looking at each other on either side of a garden gate. Then 
Fleex turned and walked slowly down the stairs and out of the house. 
Lavinia closed the door and went nearer the window. Dawn was 
just breaking. There were streaks of rosy light above the trees, but 
beneath them, everything was still in semi-darkness. She could see 
Fleex as he went down the garden walk. After that, he was swal- 
lowed up in the shadows, But she continued to stand motionless by 
the window, as if she were watching for the desperate act she would 
not see and listening for the shot she would not hear. 
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PART SEVEN 





Lavinia and Brent 


November, 1905 — September, 1910 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 


S Brent Winslow sat waiting for Lavinia to come downstairs, he 
glanced around her pleasant living room, realizing that, even 
after all these years, it did not seem really familiar to him. His 

habits had become increasingly those of a student and a recluse and 
Mary had adapted herself to his way of living, apparently finding all 
the release she needed in her flowers. To be sure, she sometimes went 
into town without him, when there were necessary errands to do that 
lay outside the province of Jim Garland or a hired man, or when she 
thought she could be of help to Lavinia, but these occasions were 
rare. Jim Garland liked to do the grocery shopping, just as he liked 
to do almost anything that brought him into contact with other 
people; his natural geniality had increased, rather than diminished 
with age. Mary still made all her own clothes, she was unconcerned 
with fleeting fashions, her personal requirements were few and far 
between. Her daughter did not need her very often, either; the 
children were healthy, the servants willing and faithful, and Lavinia 
herself extremely capable and self-sufficient. It had not occurred to 
Mary, any more than it had to Brent, that it might have been a good 
plan to drop in frequently, merely for the sake of keeping somewhat 
closer their relationship with their only child. 
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“It was Jonathan Fant who first gave Lavinia ideas about making 
a room look like this,” Brent said to himself. “Way back in °86, 
before we left Illinois. Then, when I built her a house for a wedding 
present, he tried again. He didn’t succeed at the time, but after a 
while, Lavinia talked Claude into letting her make a change. That 
gentleman tramp was putting ideas into her head even then—all 
sorts of ideas about fixing up a house and getting a fancy education, 
and going off to a big city, instead of staying quietly at home. He 
put ideas into Sally’s head, too, of course—a different sort. Poor 
Sally! She thought she was getting romance and all she got was 
heartbreak. The same as Lavinia would have had, if she’d married 
that evil-doer, Fleex. Well, we can’t be thankful enough that didn’t 
happen, anyway. And Jonathan didn’t do Lavinia any real harm, 
even if he did make her restless. What’s more, he didn’t get any- 
where with Mary.” With returning contentment, Brent thought of 
his own home, so inferior to this one in all its outer attributes, but 
essentially so exactly what he wanted. He thought of Mary, so single- 
hearted and loyal, and of the way she had submerged her life in his. 
“Tf it hadn’t been for Jonathan Fant, Lavinia would have been more 
like her mother,” Brent now reflected grudgingly. “Not but what 
she made Claude a good wife, I’ve got to say that for her. She's a 
good mother and a good housekeeper, too, and a credit to the neigh- 
bourhood. Just the same, she’s always been restless, inside. She’s 
liable to be more so now. I’ve got to nip any wild ideas she might 
have while they’re still in the bud and try to give her one that’s worth 
while.” 

It was for this purpose that Brent had ridden into town and that he 
now sat waiting, with growing impatience, for his daughter to ap- 
pear. He could not imagine what was keeping her so long. Callie had 
greeted him at the door on his arrival and had said that Miss Lavinia 
would be right down. That was half an hour ago. Then Callie had 
come back with the children and they had both been very polite to 
their grandfather, doing credit to their upbringing; but presently 
they had scampered off to play in the backyard. Brent had a feeling 
they were relieved when they were free to go. Yes, he was beginning 
to think he and Mary had made a mistake in not coming here more 
frequently and informally. Not just because of the children, either. 
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Because of Lavinia. It would be harder to talk-to her now thafi it 
would have been if they had been closer together all these years. She 
had never confided in him about anything. She had had secrets from 
him even when she was a young girl. That horrible cabin in the 
swamps, for instance... . 

He had become so absorbed in thought that he did not hear 
Lavinia when she finally came into the room, and he looked up with 
a start to see that she was standing close beside him. He was appalled 
by her appearance. On the day of Claude’s funeral, she had been 
veiled all the time, both in the church and at the cemetery; now he 
saw that the fresh colour, which had been one of her greatest attrac- 
tions, was completely gone. In her white face, which had lost its soft 
outlines, as well as its rosiness, her eyes seemed preternaturally large 
and there were dark circles underneath them. Her hair was brushed 
straight back from her brow and it was without sheen, She had on a 
plain black dress, unrelieved by even a touch of white at the throat 
and wrists; it fitted her closely and in it she no longer looked slender; 
she looked emaciated. Before he had sufficiently recovered from the 
shock of seeing her like this, she spoke to him, and her voice had 
changed, too. He had heard it once or twice long before, when it had 
seemed to him hard for a young girl’s, but it had never been hard 
like this. 

“You wanted to see me?” she asked, and it seemed to him she was 
suggesting that it was abnormal for a father to visit his newly 
widowed daughter. 

“Yes, dear,” he answered, with a conscious effort to make his own 
speech gentle. It had never been his habit to use terms of endear- 
ment, even in speaking to Mary, except in their most intimate mo- 
ments. Neither had it been his habit to fondle his daughter, since her 
baby days. Now he wanted to put his arms around her, urging her to 
lay her head on his shoulder and have a good cry, after which she 
would feel better. But though he had managed to call her dear, he 
did not dare attempt the caress. Certainly Lavinia’s manner did not 
encourage it. Just in time, he stopped himself from doing so. - 

“Your mother and I have been rather worried,” he said. “You 
haven’t telephoned as usual, and every time we've called you, Callie 
or Verna has said that you couldn’t speak to us just then.” 
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“There wasn’t anything I wanted to say. There’s nothing 1 want 
to say now.” 

“Then perhaps you'll let me talk to you. Because there are quite a 
number of things I want to say.” 

“All right, PI listen.” 

She certainly was not making things any easier for him. He drew 
a chair nearer to the one in which she had seated herself and sat 
down, too. 

“First of all, of course, I want to tell you that your mother and I 
stand ready to help you in any way we possibly can through this hard 
period. We gathered you wanted to be alone, at first. In fact, your 
mother says you told her so the—the day of the funeral. And then, 
when we couldn’t reach you by telephone . . . but it’s over a week 
now since — since the tragedy.” 

“Which tragedy?” 

“Why — Claude’s death, of course.” 

“I just wanted to be sure. Perhaps you've forgotten that the day 
after Fleex found out he’d killed Claude, he killed himself, Also, 
that the day after Claude’s ceremonious funeral in the Crowley 
cemetery, Clement helped his father bury Fleex, whom he adored, in 
the little graveyard back of the orange grove. Of course, as a suicide, 
Fleex was a logical victim of bell, book and candle. I understand 
there was even some question raised as to whether he could be laid to 
rest beside his mother and his little brothers and sister, and that 
Phares Primeaux defied anyone to stop it. What did the Church 
expect him to do? Fling his eldest son’s body into the swamp?” 

“Lavinia, don’t—don’t talk this way. Of course, that’s all very 
sad, too —very tragic for Fleex’s family. I don’t blame them for feel- 
ing bitter. But we shouldn’t let our sympathy for them make us 
bitter, too. After all, Fleex went out of our lives years ago and—” 

“He never went out of my life. When you love a man the way I 
loved Fleex, he doesn’t go out of your life just because you don’t see 
him.” 

“But, my dear, you did dismiss him from your mind—very 
bravely. I know you went through a hard time when he ran off to 
sea, just as you thought he was on the point of asking you to marry 
him. I know that, for a while, you kept hoping against hope that he’d 

322 


come back. But he didn’t and, very wisely, you married Claude, you 
were his faithful and devoted wife for ten years. You never saw 
Fleex again until he came staggering up to your door, covered with 
blood.” 

“I’m afraid you don’t know quite as much as you think you do. I 
never dismissed Fleex from my mind for more than a few hours at a 
time. I did try to, because that was what everyone told me I ought to 
do. After all, I was only seventeen, and I was not only terribly hurt, 
I was terribly confused. But I tried to reason things out, as well as I 
could, and it was natural for me to suppose that older people — people 
who were fond of me—knew better than I did. They certainly kept 
telling me so. And Claude never let go for an instant. If I hadn’t 
gone to Lacombe with him that first time. . . . But perhaps you’ve 
noticed, once in a while I don’t reason, I only feel. And often it’s a 
good thing, because it’s a great release, and we all need release some- 
times. But that night, it wasn’t a good thing, I did forget about Fleex 
for a few hours and nothing worse could have happened to me. The 
next day, when I remembered again, I hoped I’d find some way to 
back out of my pledge to Claude and still not hurt him too much. He 
did have my affection and respect. But affection and respect aren’t 
the same as love.” 

“They’re better, Lavinia ~ better than the kind of love you're talk- 
ing about. That isn’t really love. It’s——” Brent paused, embar- 
rassed; men did not customarily speak of such things to their 
daughters, seldom to their wives —at least, not the kind of man he 
was, not the kind of men he knew. “It’s primitive instinct, a short 
flare-up—” 

“Tm surprised that you don’t get really Biblical and say concupis- 
cence. The primitive instinct was what got the better of me on 
Toussaint at Lacombe. That was the short flare-up. The stage was all 
set for it. And there was one other flare-up, New Year’s eve, the 
night Claude’s mother died, after she’d given us a very strong potion 
which she believed would ensure conception. Well, it did—or some- 
thing did. Anyway, I conceived about that time, But it didn’t ensure 
birth. Perhaps you remember I miscarried. just a few months after I 
was married,” 

“Yes, Lavinia, I do remember. But surely ——” 
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¥The way loved Fleex»was the way Mother loves you,” Lavinia 
went on; interrupting him. Her words were riot coming coldly and 
slowly anymore, as they had at first; they were hot and hasty. “She 
loved you enough to marry you when you were poor and too proud 
to lèt her family make things any easier for her. She suffered and 
slaved and never complained. She loved you enough to leave her 
home and her people and strike out with you to an unknown wilder- 
ness. She’s loved you enough to stand by you, year after year, while 
you've shut yourself up. with your work, too full of it to think 
whether there was anything else she might like to be doing or not. I 
won't try. to say much about the way Fleex loved me. But I think 
I've got a right to say he didn’t ask as much of me as you’ve asked of 
Mother.” 

“Lavinia, how can you be so unjust? I’ve never looked at another 
woman, I’ve been as steadfast as she has. And Fleex——” 

“Yes, Fleex did look at other. women, when primitive instinct, as 
you callit, got the better of him; but that didn’t have anything to do 
with: the way he looked at me. He did run away, when he thought he 
didn’t have anything to offer me. He didn’t want me to slave and 
suffer or even to go without, though I was.willing and eager to do it, 
if I could only be with him. But as soon as he did have something to 
offer me, he came back.” 

“What are you talking’ about?” 

He came back,” Lavinia said, speaking deliberately, and scorn- 
fully now. “That was something else you didn’t know. You thought 
he didn’t, You thought I never saw him again. until ten days ago. 
You're wrong. I saw him ten days after I married Claude, He had a 
good job on a banana boat, he planned to take me to Central 
America for my honeymoon. He’d heard a rumour that he was going 
to.inherit the Labadies’ maisonette — we don’t know even yet whether 
that was true ot not because they’ ve lived on and on. But anyway, he 
was sure of enough to support me, to make me comfortable, to pro- 
vide for me, He ‘came and, found me at the maisonette—in the 
cabinet. It was when Claude’s mother died.and he’d -gone back, to 
Crowley. right: after the funeral at Lacombe. I stayed over in New 
Orleans to collect the things I’d left there in the autumn. I’d taken 
off my engagement ‘ring because I wasohapdling idusty , books and 
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papers and my wedding ring had. slipped off: It was too loose. 1 was 
so sleepy I hadn’t even bothered to pick it up. I was still asleep when 
Fleex came and found me and took me in his arms and told me we 
could get married right away. There was nothing to show him that I 
was married already. And he'd never dreamed I wouldn’t wait for 
him, He couldn’t instantly grasp the fact that I hadn’t, and even 
when he did, he couldn’t accept it—instantly. I never saw him from 
that night until the’ night he killed Claude. But before he left 
me——” 

Brent tried to speak and found that he could not. His throat was 
dry, his lips failed to form words. Involuntarily, he glanced down at 
Lavinia’s hands, which had lain loosely in her lap when she began to 
talk and which were now tightly clenched. He noticed, for the first 
time, that they were ringless. She had put the rings on again, after 
that terrible, tardy visit from Fleex, and she had worn them as 
Claude’s wife ever since. But now that Fleex and Claude were both 
dead, she never intended to wear them again. 

“Tve done the best I could,” Lavinia was saying, speaking more 
slowly again. “I think I made Claude happy — well, 1 know I did. He 
couldn’t have pretended to be happy, not for ten years. But, as far as 
I’m concerned, the marriage was a sham from the night that Fleex 
came back to me and took mein his arms. Now I’m through with 
shams. I’m going away from here and I’m’ never coming back. I’m 
going ‘to do something real and be something real. I don’t know yet 
what, but something.” 

“Lavinia, you can’t -go gong! Why, you'd break your mother’ s 
heart if you did that! You’d--you’d break mine.” ° 

“You and mother didn’t mind breaking my heart. I don’t see why 
I-should mind breaking youts. Anyway, as I a said, what i want 
now is reality, I’m going to have it.” 

‘You can have something real ‘and be something real without 
deserting your home and uprooting your children.” 

With a- precipitaricy which ‘suggested that they ‘must haps been. 
lurking somewhere in the front hall, awaiting a signal to.enter, and 
that they had seized upon the word ‘children’ as sucha sign, Prosper 
and: Anne Marie came running into the living-room. Prosper made 
straight for Lavinia’s chair. More hesitantly, Anne Marie approached 
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Brent and looked up at him with a cherubic smile. He lifted her into 
his lap and she nestled close to him, her plump little person adjusting 
itself easily to his angular frame, her golden head resting confidently 
on his breast. Now that her mother was in the room, too, she did not 
feel so shy with her grandfather. 

“It’s too dark to play outside any more,” Prosper announced. 
“Aren’t you going to read to us, Mama?” 

“Not until after supper. You and Anne Marie shouldn’t come 
rushing in like this, Prosper, when I have company. You know that.” 

Brent looked across at his grandson, to find that the little boy’s 
magnificent dark eyes were resting on him thoughtfully. What an 
extraordinarily handsome child he was ~and so sturdy, so well built! 
Brent wondered why he had not been more conscious of this before. 
“Td like to have Prosper hear what I started to say when I told you 
you could have and do something real right here in Crowley, Lav- 
inia,” he persisted. “Prosper, I want your mother to manage the 
Monrovia Mill. I mean I want her to take care of it, the way your 
father did, until you're old enough to do it, for your mother and your 
sister and yourself.” 

“Oh, Mama, you will, won't you?” the child exclaimed eagerly. 

“Prosper, you don’t know what you're talking about. Your grand- 
father’s only joking. I couldn’t run a mill.” 

“Yes you could. There’s nothing you can’t do, Mama.” He looked 
at her with loving pride, throwing his arms around her neck and 
kissing her. She did not return the caress, 

“I just said, you don’t know what you're talking about. Women 
don’t run mills. Take your sister out to Callie and stay with her until 
I call you. Get down, Anne Marie.” 

Lavinia spoke with a sternness which admitted of no argument. 
Obediently, but with obvious reluctance, Anne Marie slid off his lap 
and put her hand in her brother’s, Prosper looked back once, when 
they reached the door, as if he were not satisfied with the situation 
and hoped that his mother would relent. But she gave him no an- 
swering glance and the children departed without verbal protest on 
their part or further comment on their mother’s, Though thoroughly 
discouraged by the unfortunate turn things had taken, Brent at 
tempted to go on where he had left off. 
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“I came here on purpose to talk to you about the mill, Lavinia,” he 
said. “I wanted to offer you my sympathy and my help first, of 
course. But after that, I wanted to talk to you about this idea I’ve 
had.” 

“You must be even crazier than I thought. There isn’t a mill in 
Louisiana that would accept a woman for its manager.” 

“Yes, there is. The Monrovia would accept you. It wants you. The 
directors asked me to tell you so. They’re convinced you’d protect its 
interests better than anyone else they could select, in Claude’s place. 
After all, you’re virtually its owner, Didn’t you realize that?” 

For the first time that evening, she was not ready with her retort. 
Yes, of course, she should have realized that, she told herself more 
quickly than she could say so aloud. Her grandfather had prompted 
the building of the Monrovia and had held a controlling interest in it 
from the beginning. He had been steadily buying up additional 
shares of stock, and he had been gradually putting everything he 
owned in the beginning, and everything he had acquired since, in 
cither Claude’s name or hers. Now, everything Claude had owned 
belonged to her and the children. 

“I suppose I must have, vaguely,” she said at last. 

“Tt isn’t like you, Lavinia, to be vague about anything. You're the 
owner of a very important piece of property, and its value is going 
to keep on increasing all the time. You can’t neglect it.” 

“I can sell it,” she said swiftly. 

“Yes, you can sell it. But can you be sure of getting full value for 
it? Particularly, if you sell it in a hurry. Prospective buyers almost 
automatically take advantage of such a reason. That wouldn’t be fair 
to the children. And many people don’t realize yet, as well as you and 
I do, the tremendous potentialities of a world market for our rice. 
We've hardly begun to tap that market yet.” 

“I don’t see why you think I realize all this. As a matter of fact, I 
hadn’t thought of it.” 

“You must think of it. Not just because of what it’s worth in 
dollars and cents, either. Because of what it’s worth in other ways. If 
you sell it, you must be sure you really want to. You’ve been trying 
to tell me, in your bitterness and grief, that you’ve been living a lie 
for ten years. You haven’t been doing anything of the sort. You’ve 
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been living courageously — righteottsly. I don’t mind using ‘Biblical 
language. That’s what you’ve been—a prudent and virtuous woman, 
the kind Solomon described. What’s more, you’ve become a power 
in the community ~a power of progress and good. You’ve sacrificed 
your personal happiness to do it. You sent away the man you could 
have had for a lover, even if you couldn’t have him for a husband. If 
you’d kept him, then you would have been living a lie. And you 
couldn’t have done and been everything else you’ve done and been. 
You made a great sacrifice. I understand that now. I’m sorry I didn’t 
understand it before. I—I ask your forgiveness for my blindness- 
my bad judgment. You did love Fleex the way your mother loved 
and still loves me. And he didn’t ask any more of you than I have of 
her —maybe less. I should have encouraged you to be patient and to 
hold fast to the belief that he’d come hack to you. Pll have to live the 
rest of my life remembering that you’d have been a happier woman 
if I had,” 

Brent Winslow had never spoken in this way to his daughter 
before. Now he rose.and, coming over to her chair, put his arm 
around her shoulders. 

“So I hope you won’t think I’m guilty of another mistake of judg 
ment when I ask you not to make your sacrifice futile. You couldn't 
make it entirely futile, of course. Part of it— probably most of it- 
would still be worth while. But if you don’t go on with Claude’s 
work, you'll fail him for the first time. You’ve got a torch to carry 
for him and you haven’t any right to lay it down. Besides, you're 
needed here, Lavinia. You’re wanted. Is there any other place where 
you're needed and wanted? Wouldn’t you feel a great lack of what 
you’ve had for so long, and can go on having in greater and greater 
measure here, than if you went among strangers?” l 

She did not answer immediately. But she did not draw away from 
him, as he had been afraid she might when he put his arm around 
her shoulders. ., i 

“I wouldn’t have any idea how to run a rice mill,” she said at last. 

“Wouldn’t you? You’ve got wonderful executive ability, Lavinia.” 

“That isn’t saying I know anything about rice.” 

“That isn’t saying you know anything about rice!” he repeated. 
For the first time.in the course of their whole dreadful talk, he smiled 
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and, though there was no answering smile, neither was there a scorn- 
ful disclaimer. ““You probably know as much about rice as any 
woman in Louisiana, if not more,” he said. “You grew up on a rice 
farm. You were out weeding a rice field that was full of snakes when 
you were only nine years old. You shared the discovery that the rice 
flowers open briefly, at noon, with your mother and me. You saw my 
first attempts at cross pollination with the help of bees. You've fol- 
lowed my experiments in selection ever since. You’ve watched the 
march of progress in machinery and irrigation.” 

“Yes. But breeding and harvesting rice aren’t the same as mill- 
ing it.” 

“Granted. But haven’t you gone down to the mill every now and 
then, too? Didn’t Claude encourage you to come?” 

“He liked to have me. I didn’t go very often. That was his work— 
his success. I felt I ought to keep my hands off it.” 

“But didn’t he talk to you about his work, his success, in all those 
years from the time when he was just a sample boy to the time when 
he and you practically owned the Monrovia?” 

“Well, yes he did — occasionally.” 

“Then you must have learned something, And you could learn a 
great deal more, easily and quickly. It’s never been hard for you to 
learn anything you wanted to, Lavinia, And this is your work now— 
your chance for success, By and by, it'll be your son’s. It should be 
your son’s. Don’t sell his birthright for a mess of red pottage.” 

There was a long silence. It was broken by the children’s voices, 
coming to them from across the hall again—voices that Callie was 
trying to hush, but which, nevertheless, made themselves heard, not 
unpleasantly, but somewhat demandingly. Lavinia rose, though not 
abruptly, as if to seem she was trying to disengage herself from her 
father’s embrace. Quite the contrary; as soon as she was on her feet, 
she slipped her arm through his. 

“They're getting hungry. It’s past their supper-time,” she said. 
“Would you care to stay and eat rice—and perhaps a few other things 
-with Prosper and Anne Marie and me? You could telephone 
Mother you wouldn’t be home until a little later, couldn’t you?” 


329 M 


Tt was when he was preparing to leave, considerably later, that 
Lavinia said something Brent had not dared to hope she would say. 

“You haven’t told me anything about your experiments in a long 
while,” she reminded him. “Do you feel you’re making any real 
progress towards that ideal variety you’ve been searching for all these 
years?” 

He smiled. “Yes, I do,” he said. “And I will talk to you about it 
the next time I come in for supper. I may be even crazier than you 
thought, but you and I are going to be partners. I’ll grow the rice for 
farmers to sell you for milling and I believe it will make us both 
famous.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 


f | THE offices of rough rice, clean rice and book-keeping were 
crudely housed in the Monrovia Mill, as in all others. They were 
quartered in one large room on the ground floor, for though 

there had been some discussion, when the plant was built, of having 
them upstairs, Jim Garland had not forgotten ‘Curley’ Duson’s warn- 
ing: “Unless you want to scare a Cajun away, don’t get him too far 
from outdoors.” 

The rough rice office was equipped with shelves for samples and a 
long table with a trough along the edge; on this table was a ‘beaded’ 
hardwood rubbing board and an emery rubbing stone. At the clean 
rice side of the room were more shelves along the wall, which were 
used for sample boxes; there was also another trough-edged table. 
Here, the trough was usually overflowing; unless someone reminded 
the sample boy to empty it, the milled grain was scattered over the 
floor. This department was further supplied with a roll-top desk, a 
swivel chair and a typewriter for the assistant manager, and several 
chairs with cowhide seats and adjacent spittoons were placed at 
strategic points for the convenience of customers. The book-keeper 
sat on a tall stool at a slant-top desk, behind a wooden railing with a 
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swinging gate. The board walls were uniformly painted bright blue, 
the same colour as the sample boxes. 

In only one respect did the Monrovia differ from most other mills; 
it boasted a small cubiform office which could be shut off from the 
noisy, cavernous room housing the three departments, though, as a 
matter of fact, its door usually stood wide open, Jim Garland, who 
had his own ideas about rice mills, as on most other subjects, had 
insisted on this office, in much the same way and for much the same 
reasons that his daughter and grand-daughter had insisted on entrance 
halls in their houses: a sales manager, Garland said, had a right to 
some privacy if and when he wanted it. The other promoters of the 
mill had not shared or even understood his viewpoint, but, after all, 
he was underwriting the project to a very large degree and they made 
no objection to his whim. The result was that, when Claude became 
the sales manager of the Monrovia, he had enjoyed a privilege almost 
unique in the locality — that of having his own small sanctum — and 
Lavinia had inherited it. It was Claude’s sandy-haired, hatchet-faced 
assistant, Henry Blanchard, who afterwards became hers, that sat in 
the swivel chair at the roll-top desk in the clean rice department, and 
that dealt first hand with the employees of the mill, the farmers and 
salesmen as they came in, before they got to the ‘big boss’. Not that 
Claude had remained aloof, or that Lavinia did so now; both had too 
much business sense, as well as too much natural geniality, to pursue 
such a course; but, if a representative from Anheuser-Busch ap- 
peared on the scene, Blanchard did not permit a conference with him 
to be interrupted by a farmer who was discontented with the toll 
milling system. The man from Anheuser-Busch might well have 
come with an offer to ‘buy the output’ of all the ‘mill run’ brewer’s 
rice produced that season. The farmer would only want to complain 
that, under the toll milling system, he took all the risk and the 
miller none. His grievance might be just, but it would not help to 
balance the books, much less to show a profit at the end of the 
season. 

It did not take much intuition to deal with such obvious cases as 
these; but Henry had tried to develop a sixth sense in dealing with 
others that were more baffling. Sometimes he succeeded and some- 
times he did not. For instance, there was the time that, walking 
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along the porch of the rough rice warehouse on his daily tour, Henry 
heard the unmistakable grunting of pigs. He remembered having 
seen three half-grown hogs rooting around the mill several days 
earlier and had wondered idly to whom they belonged, without 
giving the matter much further thought. Now he called one of the 
men and asked for an explanation. After some questioning, he 
wrung a reluctant admission from the man that the pigs belonged to 
Tom Schaefer, who lived on the further side of the depot, but that 
they had been ‘removed’ from these premises and confined in a make- 
shift pen under the porch. Two of the millhands had conceived the 
bright idea of doing this and fattening the pigs on the overflow from 
the bran spout, preparatory to a private boucherie at the expense of 
both their owner and the big boss. Henry accomplished the release of 
the pigs and their return to Tom Schaefer with a stern warning to the 
culprits and without recourse to Lavinia. But in other instances, he 
had not been so successful in shielding her —for example, in the case 
of Achille Fournerat. .. . 

Achille was a well-known farmer in the Mowata section and a 
good customer. He had always boasted: “Me, I sell my rice to 
M’sicu Claude. Nobody else. Now I sell it to Miz Claude.” On the 
basis of this boast, which he made good, he felt it was his unquestion- 
able privilege to do business direct with the big boss, But one day 
Henry had tried to block his path to the private office, knowing that 
Achille had no rice to sell that day, Since Achille knew that he knew, 
it seemed safe to say: “Miz Claude is terribly busy. Why don’t you 
let me help you this one time?” 

Achille appeared to debate the question within himself. “Well, I 
guess it’s all right for you to sell me some bran,” he said finally. 

“Tm sorry, Achille,” Henry told him, “We haven’t any bran 
today. We won’t have any until next week.” 

The farmer frowned. “Mais, M’sieu Blanchard, I always sell my 
rice here, me! Nobody else. Now my poor pigs they starve! And you 
say you don’t got no bran for me!” 

Henry knew that, once lost, it would be hard to regain the con- 
fidence of a man like this. But what would be the use of calling 
Lavinia? She could only repeat what Henry had already said him- 
self: that they had no bran that day. And then Achille would hold it 
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against her. It was far better that he, Henry, the hired help, should 
get the blame. So he had tried to placate Achille, 

“Tve got a friend at the Columbia and I know they have some 
bran,” he said. “Just go over there and tell them I sent you. They'll 
fix you up.” 

“Non!” Achille spoke the word with such finality that Henry 
knew it was useless to insist. But his curiosity was aroused and, as 
the farmer stalked away, he called after him: “Hey, Achille, you 
mean you're going to let your pigs starve after all? Why don’t you 
want to go to the Columbia?” 

Achille continued to march towards the door. When he had almost 
reached it, he paused and, turning his head, muttered comtemptu- 
ously : “Is sont tous les Américains la bas!” 

It was fortunate that, at just this moment, Lavinia came out of the 
private office with a telegraph blank in her hand. “Why, Achille,” 
she said swiftly, ‘are you going off without seeing me? Come right 
back here and tell me what I can do for you.” 

In no time at all the matter had been patched up: it was all too 
true that they did not have any bran at the Monrovia that day; but 
she knew where to get it. She would get it herself, immediately, and 
then she would sell it to Achille; he would buy it from Aer. Well, 
yes, that would be all right, Achille agreed, after another silent de- 
bate with himself. He would do his other errands and then he would 
come back and get his bran. He was obviously trying to be not only 
reasonable, but generous, for he added: “An’ don’t tell me you 
Américaine you’self, Miz Claude. You married a good Cajun, the 
best, You’ children growin’ up good Cajuns. That’s different!” 

Lavinia watched him out of sight before she permitted her pleasant 
smile to widen into a delighted grin, and chuckled instead of burst- 
ing into the hearty laugh in which she would have indulged had 
there not been possible tale-bearers within hearing. “Hurry right 
over to the Columbia, Henry, for that bran,” she said, still chuck- 
ling. “And, while you’re out, you might take this telegram to the 
depot. It’s in answer to one I had this morning from Bancroft, that 
ald fussbudget in San Francisco. He wired me: “Two weevils in 
your last shipment, one alive and one dead Stop What shall I do?’ 
Pm wiring back : ‘Kill the other weevil and send cheque.’ . . .” 
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Well, she had turned his failure to deal single-handed with Achille 
into a joke and Henry was grateful to her. He was also glad to see 
that she seemed to be taking the problems of the mill more in her 
stride than she had at first. It was a reflection of her more generally 
cheerful outlook on life. Still, he was chagrined at his own ineptitude 
whenever there was an instance of it like this and he also wished 
there were some way in which he could stop Brent Winslow from 
taking up so much of Lavinia’s time. Henry knew it was Brent who 
had persuaded Lavinia to become the manager of the mill and that 
one of his strongest arguments had been that they would form a 
father and daughter partnership; but the assistant manager felt that 
the daughter was now contributing more to this partnership than the 
father. There was nothing to show that these long, frequent confer- 
ences were fruitful, as far as she was concerned; and, though Lavinia 
was a strong healthy woman, Henry had the feeling that her father’s 
visits, when the latter was tired and discouraged, often left her tired 
and discouraged, too, The visits nearly always took place the latter 
part of the afternoon, and Lavinia’s working days, like those of every- 
one else at the mill, began at seven. By the time Brent Winslow came 
in, she had decoded the telegrams — delivered as they came in by the 
railroad agent, who was the only telegraph operator —and had also 
dealt with the mail, dictating some of the letters to Henry, but typing 
others herself from her own notes, for she had somehow found time, 
after Claude’s death, to take a course in stenography. After she had 
finished with the most urgent correspondence, she had given her in- 
structions as to which lots of rice were to be milled that day. She had 
consulted with her rough rice buyer concerning the current market, 
in order to guide him as to quantity, quality and price for buying. 
She had issued the shipping orders for the day, ordering an empty 
box-car from the same agent who had delivered the telegrams. She 
had frequently received a representative from a rice mill supply com- 
pany who, after paying her his respects, had asked permission to 
check the mill; and, if it were noon before he had finished his tour 
of inspection with the miller, noting what repair parts were needed, 
she had invited him to have dinner with her, and had continued this 
friendly discussion herself. Such hospitality was the rule rather than 
the exception; but whether she had guests or not, she went home for 
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dinner with the children. On her return, a little after one, she sur- 
veyed the entire premises, going to the boiler room and the engine 
room in the mill proper, and to both the clean rice and the rough rice 
warehouses. In the course of this survey, she carefully observed 
whether all was well with operative procedure, made suggestions or 
gave orders as indicated, and ‘fraternized’ with the mill help, in a 
way that never lacked dignity or authority, for all its friendliness; and 
finally, she made out her sample list, evaluating each lot. 

With the inevitable interruptions which took place, all this repre- 
sented a full day’s work and Henry was reluctant to see her assume 
her father’s burdens as well as her own. It was therefore with a feel- 
ing of genuine concern for his employer that he watched Brent 
Winslow cross the floor of the clean rice department, one afternoon 
in early September and, after a few brief words of greeting here and 
there, enter the cubicle. It had not only been a normally busy day; it 
had been a day when everything had gone wrong: at seven-thirty 
the machinery had not yet started up and the shipping crew was idle, 
lolling on the hand trucks and gossiping. Against her better judg- 
ment, Lavinia had kept on a first-floor attendant with a weakness for 
drink. She could easily have replaced him, for his duties did not 
require specialized skill. But he had a wife and four small children, 
so for a long time his transgressions had been forgiven. Now his 
backsliding had been costly : trying to work while half drunk, he had 
forgotten to lubricate a main shaft bearing, the bearing had burned 
out, and the mill was, perforce, idle until the engineer could effect 
repairs, This had hardly been done when a sack of rice slipped from 
the top of a stack, injuring a man who stood near by. After he had 
been given first aid, he had to be taken home for more expert medical 
attention; and when Henry returned from this errand, he found 
Lavinia visibly upset over a complaint that a shipment had not been 
‘up to sample’; the buyer was demanding a rebate of fifty cents on 
the dollar. 

“I didn’t know there was anything wrong with that shipment,” 
she said. “What do you think, Henry?” 

“Might have been too much broken,” he admitted. “But not 
S nearly as much as Harris is claiming,” he hastened to 
add, 
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“Would you think we might allow him ten cents on the dollar 
perhaps?” 

“Yes, that would be plenty.” 

“All right. Fli send him a telegram.” 

She could afford to take the loss in dollars and cents; Henry knew 
she was not worried about that. The mill was making a steady profit; 
Lavinia was already very well to do, and she would soon be a really 
wealthy woman in her own right, quite aside from the substantial 
inheritance which would some day be hers. But her pride was 
touched; it was a matter of principle with her that every shipment 
should be as near specified grade as it was humanly possible to make 
it. Coming on top of the machinery’s disruption and the injury to the 
workman, the telegram of complaint had seemed like the last straw. 
And now, here was Brent Winslow with a tale of woe to pour into 
his daughter’s ears. There had been a bad storm the day before and 
Henry knew exactly what Winslow had come to say: that, in spite 
of all his careful selections of head and stool, all his patient experi- 
mentation with cross breeding, he had failed to breed in the neces- 
sary strength of straw and neck, so that his rice would stand up under 
a heavy crop when there was wind and rain. Now he had come to 
talk to his daughter about this fresh disappointment. 

The door of the cubicle closed behind him, and though Henry had 
formed a pretty good idea what course the ensuing conversation 
would take, some details of it escaped his intuition, Lavinia looked 
up with a smile from the papers on her desk and drew the extra chair 
which her father habitually used closer to it. He slumped rather than 
sat down in it and looked at her without speaking, dejection written 
in every line of his face and figure. 

“I know,” she said, trying not to show that she was herself dis- 
pirited. “It’s terribly hard luck. I know you thought you were going 
to succeed this time.” 

“T did. I’d selected the finest heads and stools just before harvest- 
ing the field crop last year and the new plants showed greater vitality, 
not just of germ—of root system and growth, too. There was con- 
siderable extra productiveness and a much larger proportion of 
erystal grain than ever before. And still the fields were flat as 2 
pancake this morning. I don’t mean that the crop’s a total loss—a 
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good part of it can be retrieved. But as far as my experiments go, it’s 
a failure. Success is just another mirage like those we see so often on 
the prairie in dry weather.” 

“No, it isn’t. You’re getting nearer and nearer complete success all 
the time.” 

“What makes you say that? You don’t really think so. I haven’t 
even had partial success yet and I’ve been trying for almost twenty 
years.” 

“Yes, I do think so. Yes, you have had. You’ve succeeded in pro- 
ducing a crop that’s practically crystalline. That was your first ob- 
jective—to get rid of chalk and shad. You’ve done that now. You 
can’t do everything at once. Perhaps, another year——” 

“That’s what your mother keeps telling me.” 

“Well, you’re not going to admit that your womenfolk have more 
sense and more stamina than you have, are you?” 

Her tone was one of gentle raillery. Lavinia no longer argued with 
her father, as she had when she was a rebellious schoolgirl, given to 
disputing his remarks sharply or hotly. Maturity had brought with it 
a mellowness which she had lacked in her youth, and which tem- 
pered the determination she had retained. She smiled again as she 
asked her question, and there was no sting in it. But Brent did not 
smile in return. 

“As you know, I thought, when we introduced Shinriki Japan, 
that it would stand up under its grain,” he went on. “It produced 
wonderfully on the newer lands that were free from grasses and red 
rice. But it was a slow grower and it was a short-straw, and both of 
these characteristics were against it when the land got worn and 
grassy, even if it was free from red rice. And it lacked uniformity of 
grain. It wasn’t standardized, it was made up of hybrids. You’ve told 
me over and over again that, when it came to milling, no two lots 
were alike.” 

“Yes, I have. But you’ve stopped planting Shinriki. You've been 
experimenting for some time now with those selections you secured 
from that crop grown by Captain Harrison, near Mermentau.” 

“Yes, and what have I got? All sorts of outcroppings and varia- 
tions.” 

“You’ve got the crystal grain.” 
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“And along with it weak straw and weak neck.” 

“You've still got the crystal grain. And it’s due to your efforts that 
the last crop showed so much more general vitality than ever before. 
It seems to me that when we founded this partnership of ours, 
your main arguments were that I ought to remember what I had, 
instead of what I'd failed to get, and that, because I’d succeeded 
along certain limited lines, I could succeed along more extended 
ones.” 

Her tone was still one of gentle raillery and she still smiled. If 
the smile was a little sad, a little weary, at least there was no bitter- 
ness in it, and she looked steadily and calmly at her father while she 
was speaking. This time, meeting her gaze, he accepted its challenge 
and managed to smile in return. 

“You're right, those were my arguments,” he said. “And you're 
also right to keep reminding me I have got the crystal grain, I have 
made some general progress. But I get discouraged more easily than 
I used to when I was younger. It’s done me good to talk to you, 
Lavinia. Pll go back and have another look at the fields. Perhaps 
they're not in such bad shape as I thought, And perhaps, as you say, 
another year-——"’ 

He rose slowly and stood beside her chair, looking down at her 
with loving pride tardily mingled with concern. “You put in long 
days, Lavinia,” he said. “You must get very tired. Isn’t it about time 
you went home?” 

“Tm going presently. I still have a few odds and ends to clean up 
here. Father . . . I’ve been toying with a new idea lately and I’ve 
been meaning to speak to you about it, but there always seem to be 
so many things that are more important. Sit down again for a 
moment, will you? Or were you in a hurry to get home and have a 
look at the rice?” 

“No, I’m not in any particular hurry. What’s the idea?” 

“Have you ever thought of naming your rice?” 

“What do you mean, naming my rice?” 

“Well, it’s always seemed to me so impersonal to speak about a 
variety of rice just by the name of the country it first came from. It’s 
undergone all sorts of changes since then, anyway. But —well, take 
the case of Scotch oatmeal. It never had any real vogue in the United 
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States until the manufacturers started calling it Quaker Oats. Then 
it began to sell like wildfire.” 

“I think 1 see what you mean,” Brent said slowly. “But I don’t 
know that you could create a demand for a certain kind of rice, the 
way you can for a certain kind of oatmeal, just by giving it some 
special name.” 

“I don’t see why not —if it was a special kind of rice. Oatmeal isn’t 
the only product that’s been promoted that way. Cologne water seems 
to smell a lot better when it’s called Maria Farina or 4711. And think 
of the Gold Dust Twins and Spotless Town! And then, all the 
lovely names of Mother’s camellias: Eleanor of Fair Oaks, Regina 
dei Gianti and Souvenir de Bahaud-Litou. No one calls those camellias 
japonicas any more, in general conversation, merely because the first 
Varieties came to us through a missionary in Japan!” 

“No, you’re right again,” Brent said, still slowly. “So you think 
that, if—I mean, when—I get my ideal variety, we might give it 
some appealing name?” 

“That’s it.” 

“Well, it’s something to think about. I will think about it. But I’m 
going home now—if I don’t, you won’t, either, and it’s high time 
you did.” 

“You wouldn't like to have supper with me?” 

“Thanks, not tonight. I do want to have another look at that 
rice.” 

He bent over her, giving her one of his infrequent caresses. Then 
he went out of the cubicle, closing the door after him. As he walked 
across the bare floor of the clean rice department, Henry Blanchard, 
who was still at his roll-top desk, looked up and nodded, Brent 
Winslow nodded and said good night in return, but he spoke as if 
his mind were on something else, and he did not stop until he had 
reached the further side of the office. Then he picked up one of the 
little blue sample boxes and stood looking from the shelf where these 
were ranged to the blue walls above them, before he disappeared 
from Henry’s line of vision. 


When Lavinia reached home, she found Jonathan Fant in the 
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living room playing games with the children. His presence there did 
not surprise her for, in the last few months, he had become an in- 
creasingly frequent visitor. At the time of the dual tragedy involving 
Claude and Fleex, both Callie and Verna had taken time off from 
their tumultuous mourning outcries to utter sinister predictions: 
when there were two deaths in the same general circle, there was 
always a third, Lavinia had heard them and had silenced them 
sharply; had there been any deaths in the family after Mrs. Villac’s? 
No, the servants sniffed, but that was only ove; it was when there 
were two that a third was sure to follow; they would pray to the 
Lord, but they were afraid it would not do much good; that was the 
way He unsparingly acted. Well, if they were determined to talk such 
nonsense, they had better not do it in front of the children or where 
she could hear them, Lavinia told them, and they knew better than to 
disregard her orders. Nevertheless, when Sally died, a few months 
later, their attitude was triumphant rather than sombre. Hadn’t they 
warned their Missus right along that she had better be prepared to 
grieve again? 

As a matter of fact, Lavinia did not grieve very deeply for her aunt, 
and perhaps one of the saddest circumstances surrounding Sally’s 
death was that nobody else did, either, She had deeply hurt her 
father by making him feel superfluous in his own house, as soon as 
she was married, and he had never felt the same toward her after- 
ward; besides, he had long since ceased to think of Illinois as home, 
and had never entered into the life at St. Martinville; all his interests 
were now divided between those which were bound up with the 
Winslows on their farm, and those which he shared with the other 
members of his family and his business associates and poker-playing 
cronies in Crowley. Sally’s estrangement from her husband had not 
come as quickly or been as complete as that from her father; never- 
theless, her lack of intelligence and tact had doomed her marriage 
almost from the beginning. She was pretty without being charming, 
sensual without being provocative, talkative without being arresting; 
even if Jonathan had not been in love with her sister, instead of with 
her, when he married her, she could never have held him long. To 
do him justice, he had tried to be a good husband, in as far as it lay 
within his character to try ta do anything which required prolonged 
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effort; but the more tearful, the more voluble, the more importunate 
she became, the less he desired her; she drove him away from her by 
her very insistence on holding him, just as she had caused the initial 
attraction he felt toward her to cool, because she had so persistently 
thrown herself at his head. There was never a formal separation be- 
tween them, but they were less and less in the same house, and~ 
without so much reason for her detachment as her father — she had 
never entered into the life of St. Martinville, either. Jonathan had 
shown surprisingly good sense in the way he handled his modest 
patrimony and he was, by no means, a poor man; nearly all his in- 
vestments had brought him in good returns, one of them —a lumber- 
ing project with headquarters at Jeanerette — surprisingly good ones. 
He could afford to let Sally stay at luxury hotels and she enjoyed 
doing so, drifting aimlessly from New Orleans to Chicago or New 
York and back again, going to the theatre, buying clothes for which 
she had no particular use, and eating more confectionery than was 
good for either her health or her figure. She grew very fat and her 
obesity finally became a contributing cause to her death. Her sons had 
both been sent to the Citadel, in Charleston, as soon as they were old 
enough for boarding school, and they made friends with whom they 
spent a large part of their vacations; they were headed for the Uni- 
versity of Virginia, where their father had gone, as soon as they were 
old enough. They came home for their mother’s funeral, respectfully 
and correctly; but they had already become outsiders to the family 
circle; they were Carolinians, elegant as to dress, suave as to manner, 
smooth as to speech; it was possible to associate them, in a vague 
way, with St. Martinville, but it was quite impossible to do so, either 
with the farm in Illinois or one in South-West Louisiana, They re- 
turned to their school as soon as the services were over. 

Very shortly thereafter, Jonathan severed his connection with the 
Illinois farms, to his further financial profit. Jim Garland was per- 
fectly willing that he should accept a good offer he had received for 
them; the old man never intended to go back there now, and he con- 
ceded that Jonathan had made an excellent deal. They divided the 
proceeds of the sale without disagreement and parted without acri- 
mony, but with the mutually satisfactory knowledge that there was 
now no reason why they should continue any sort of an association; 
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and Jonathan had long realized that Mary did not intend to see him, 
if she could possibly help it. Lavinia, however, had never done any- 
thing of the sort; and when it was obvious that Sally was dying, she 
had gone straight to St, Martinville, and had been kindness and effi- 
ciency personified, throughout the last few days of her aunt’s life and 
in the days immediately following her death. Moreover, Lavinia had 
always been glad to make Jonathan welcome at her own house; and 
though Claude’s cordiality had been tempered by a latent distrust, 
which he admitted to himself was unreasonable, he had been careful 
not to let this show. After Claude died, Jonathan did not call any 
more frequently than he had been doing for years—until Sally died, 
too. Then he became a more and more constant visitor. 

When Lavinia came home late after her conference with her father 
and found Jonathan in the living room, playing games with the chil- 
dren, she realized that they had just reached a very exciting point in 
their play; so she nodded and smiled and, after saying she would go 
and freshen up a little, disappeared to do so. There was never any 
question, nowadays, as to whether Jonathan would stay to supper or 
not; it was understood that of course he would. If there were time 
after he put in his appearance, or if he telephoned beforehand to say 
he was coming, which he seldom did, Verna prepared at least one of 
his favourite dishes for him, without prompting. He was a liberal 
tipper, and his manner with the servants, while inviting no liberties 
on their part and offering none on his, was easy, jocular and under- 
standing. They liked him immensely. 

Lavinia had observed, with admiration, the so-called robes d’in- 
térieur, or tea gowns, which the mothers of her class-mates at Sophie 
Newcomb often wore in the evening, when dinner was only an in- 
formal occasion, Mlle Haydee did not affect them; in her opinion, 
they were too much on the order of a robe de chambre; though she 
always changed for the evening, it was into something as rigid of 
line as what she had worn all day. Until after Claude’s death, Lavinia 
had never worn them, either; her evening hours had been as active 
as her daytime hours, and it was neither suitable nor convenient to 
trail around the house in a long dress. Now, her mourning pre- 
cluded social diversions and her day’s work was over when she re- 
turned from the mill. Verna took entire charge of supper, Callie 
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helped Anne Marie, who was rapidly becoming self-sufficient, with 
her bath, and Prosper scorned assistance and had even been per- 
suaded to hang his clothes up neatly, on the condition that he should 
be allowed to do it by himself, Lavinia still read aloud to them, heard 
their prayers and sang to them and she intended to keep up these 
practices indefinitely; but they did not preclude the wearing of the 
type of clothes, designed especially for hours of ease, which she had 
so long secretly admired. She went to the mill, trimly clad in tailored 
black; but when she came home, she shed everything she had worn, 
took a second bath liberally sprinkled with lavender water, and put 
on only fresh linen undergarments beneath her flowing robe d’in- 
térieur. For a time, this had been all black, too; but presently it had 
been relieved by folds of white and now it was usually all white. She 
had some on order that were pearl grey and violet, besides more 
white ones; they were made for her by Madame Sophie, in New 
Orleans, and though Sophie knew, as well as Lavinia, that it was too 
soon for her patron to be wearing half mourning, even in the privacy 
of her own home, she wisely did not say so. 

The game was over when Lavinia came downstairs in snowy, float- 
ing chiffon, belted in around her slim waist with white grosgrain 
ribbon, and Prosper came dashing out to meet her, telling her that he 
had won and that she smelled good. Then they all went in to supper, 
which was delicious, and which they ate unhurriedly, by shaded 
candlelight. Anne Marie was going to kindergarten now and wanted 
to talk about the bird’s nest she was making out of clay and the pic- 
tures she was drawing with crayons; she was encouraged to do so. 
Prosper was beginning to take an interest in baseball, so that was 
another favourite topic of conversation. On the other hand, he 
loathed his music lessons and did not wish to discuss them, except in 
protest. Jonathan never seemed to find the children’s chatter tire- 
some; like their mother, he listened to it with apparent interest and 
made all the properly enthusiastic rejoinders, Quite as often as not, 
he was also the one who did the reading aloud after supper, and the 
children found him almost as acceptable as their mother for this. 
When she went upstairs with them, Jonathan sat down at the piano 
and played. He still played beautifully, better than Lavinia did even 
now, and sometimes they played duets. She had once suggested to 
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Prosper that, if he would only practise as faithfully, some day he 
might play as well as Uncle Jonathan. He had scoffed at the sugges- 
tion and it had not been repeated. This was partly because, seeing 
that he had hurt her feelings, Prosper had said that maybe he might 
like to play something else, not a piano—a violin, for instance; and 
then he saw a strange expression come on his mother’s face, as if he 
had hurt her, before she turned away. So he knew a violin was not 
the answer, either .. . 

Tonight, when Lavinia came downstairs, Jonathan was still at the 
piano, and he went on playing, after half rising to acknowledge her 
presence, and looking around to smile at her. She sat down in an easy 
chair, near at hand, and listened to him with enjoyment. These even- 
ings with Jonathan Fant were bringing her an increasing sense of 
contentment, greater than she derived from any other companion- 
ship. In fact, she had very little other companionship that counted 
in the least, at the moment. She took the children regularly to church, 
for she had never tried to evade her promise that they should be 
brought up as Catholics and, if anything, she tried to keep it all the 
more faithfully now that their father was dead. Because they were too 
young to go alone, she remained at church with them, but she felt no 
more drawn to Catholicism herself than she ever had, nor did she 
make an attempt to go to the Presbyterian Church of her own 
nominal allegiance, as she had when Claude could take Prosper and 
Anne Marie to St. Michael’s. Therefore, the usual round of Altar 
Society meetings or gatherings of the Ladies’ Aid, which would have 
been natural under a different set of circumstances, were lacking in 
her case; and she would have caused criticism if she had taken part 
in secular meetings, whether civic or social, so soon after her hus- 
band’s death. When Mass was over, she drove out to the farm, spend- 
ing the rest of the day with her family and Claude’s on alternate 
Sundays. During the week, she was at the mill all day and every 
day, and she came home healthily tired, eager to see her children, but 
indifferent to casual visits. At first, her craving for solitude had been 
so obvious and so natural, not only because she had lost her husband, 
but because of the horrible way she had lost him, that the neighbours 
understood and respected it. Now, those who had not fallen out of 
the habit of going to her house were waiting for her to give the first 
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indication that she would like to have them visit her again. Thus far, 
she had given no such indication. 

She found it pleasant to look at Jonathan, no less than to listen to 
him, as he sat there playing. His hair had grown quite grey, but that 
was becoming to him; in fact, it gave him an added air of distinction. 
Lavinia had never given much thought to the difference of their ages, 
in considering their association, and she did not do so now. There 
was nothing except the grey hair, which she admired, to call her 
attention to it, for, otherwise, he had changed remarkably little. He 
had kept his graceful figure and, if the lines in his face had deepened 
somewhat, they had not spread; they had always added to the attrac- 
tion of both his mouth and his eyes when he smiled, and they did so 
still. As his music trailed off into chords and then into silence, and he 
swung around on the piano stool to face Lavinia, without rising from 
it, she realized she had never seen him when he looked more be- 
guiling. 

-“A penny for your thoughts,” he said idly. 

“I don’t want to make you vain. But I suppose there’s no other 
reason why I shouldn’t tell you. I was thinking how much I enjoy 
having you here, how good looking you are and how ageless you 
seem,” 

He laughed. “Could any man help feeling flattered by such a 
statement? Shall I tell you what I’ve been thinking, all the even- 
ing?” 

“Yes, if you want to.” 

“I’ve been thinking how much you look like your mother when 
she was your age, or thereabouts. The resemblance is quite uncanny — 
quite upsetting. Except that, of course, you've never been an over- 
worked drudge, and that you've learned how to dress, besides having 
the money to do it with.” 

“Mother was beautiful, even if she was an overworked drudge, and 
she’s still beautiful, even if she’s never learned how to dress.” 

“Yes, but you’re just that much more beautiful because you haven't 
been the former and have learned the latter.” 

“Don’t talk to me about flattery! All the same, I’ve got to admit 
that what you're saying isn’t exactly displeasing to me.” 

“It wasn’t meant to be. And I might add that I enjoy being 
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here with you quite as much as you can possibly enjoy having 
me,” 

“I had an idea you did. After all, it’s a far piece to St. Martinville. 
I didn’t think you’d take the trouble to make the trip if you didn’t 
find it more or less rewarding.” 

He laughed again. “I want to ask you another question, Lavinia. 
The answer might be worth more than a penny this time.” 

“Well, the mill’s doing all right, but we can always use more 
money. What’s the question?” 

“Do you invariably think of me as an uncle?” 

“Why no! I never did—that is, not primarily. You and I were 
friends before you ever saw Aunt Sally, long before you married her 
-from the moment we looked at that old geography book together, 
remember?” 

“Yes, I remember . . . And you’ve kept on feeling friendly toward 
me ever since?” 

Lavinia considered. “Well, perhaps not every moment. I realized, 
in a dim way, by the time I was in my early teens, that you and Aunt 
Sally weren’t very happy together and I wondered if it wasn’t partly 
your fault. It was, of course. But perhaps I haven’t blamed you for 
that as much as I should have. I realized, before I was much older, 
that it was partly her fault, too, and by that time I was fonder of 
you than I was of her. So I made excuses for you.” 

“Always?” 

Again Lavinia considered. “Nearly always, I think. There was 
only one time—~” 

“Yes?” 

“It was just before we left Monroe to come to Crowley. I thought 
you'd made Mother unhappy and I resented it. But I didn’t under- 
stand what it was all about and she wouldn’t tell me. However, I 
noticed that she never acted the same to you after that. She doesn’t to 
this day.” 

“You're right, she doesn’t, And you’re right, I did make her 
unhappy. I'll tell you why: I told her I wasn’t in love with Sally, I 
was in love with her.” 

If Jonathan had expected an outcry, he would have been surprised, 
for Lavinia looked at him for a moment or so before she spoke to 
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him, and because, when she did speak, this was calmly, too. How- 
ever, since she was acting more or less as he had thought she would, 
he was prepared for it. 

“I see,” Lavinia said. “Well, that made things very awkward all 
around, didn’t it? I wonder if Father ever guessed?” 

“T think he was vaguely uncomfortable about me and I know he 
never really liked me. But I don’t think he put his finger on the 
reason.” 

“I see,” Lavinia said again. “Well, that would explain Mother’s 
behaviour toward you, too. I think you upset her more than you 
realized. I don’t mean that she was angrier than you realized. I think 
you altered her general outlook and I think you stirred her a little. 
I’m almost sure, for instance, that if it hadn’t been for the ideas of 
education you gave her, I wouldn’t have been sent away to school. 
I’ve thought that for a long time. Now I also think that, if she hadn’t 
been more attracted to you than she wanted to admit — more than she 
thought was right—she wouldn’t have been afraid to go on seeing 
you. She’d have laughed off your declaration of love and that would 
have been the end of the whole thing.” 

“Perhaps. But she’d have been perfectly safe. I really did try to 
make Sally a good husband, for quite a long while. And eventually I 
fell in love with someone else, so I wasn’t interested in the way your 
mother felt any longer. I had a much tougher problem on my hands. 
I fell in love with you.” 

“T see,” Lavinia said for the third time. 

“Is that all you’re going to say? Aren't you even going to laugh off 
my declaration? Didn’t you ever guess?” 

“TIl answer your questions one at a time, It isn’t all I’m going to 
say, but I’ve got to hear a little more before I know just what I want 
to say. I’m certainly not going to laugh off your declaration though. 
And I think I’m rather like Father, for once, however much I may 
look like Mother. I was ‘vaguely uncomfortable’ about you that 
spring in New Orleans, from the time you compared the cabinet to a 
‘safe room’ you’d seen in an old house, somewhere in Virginia, You 
said that night you were afraid the Labadies wouldn’t think your 
interest was ‘entirely architectural or entirely avuncular’ if you went 
up to see the cabinet. And of course I knew, in an indefinite sort of a 
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way, that they wouldn’t. So I would have stopped feeling like your 
real niece then, even if I had felt that way before — which, as I said, I 
didn’t.” 

“But you didn’t feel afraid of me?” 

“No. Perhaps I should have. Did you want very much to seduce 
me?” . 

“Yes, very much.” 

“It probably wouldn’t have been too hard,” Lavinia said thought- 
fully. “I was so inexperienced and so unhappy and so fond of you 
that you might very easily have persuaded me that you were un- 
happy, too, but that you would forget all your troubles if you found I 
cared enough for you to trust myself to your tenderness. And I be- 
lieve you would have been tender —at first. Until I wasn’t frightened 
any more. And I believe you’d have told me that I needed love as 
much as you did and that, presently, I’d stop being unhappy, and be 
grateful to you for giving it to me.” 

“You did need love as much as I did. But I couldn’t be sure you'd 
be grateful to me for giving it to you. I thought you might be sorry. 
Because I wasn’t sure it was my love you wanted.” 

“It wasn’t, of course. I would have been sorry, after a while. But 
not right away. I think you could have made love to me all that 
spring. Not at the maisonette. M, Clisson always went out to give his 
lessons, but Mile Haydee gave most of hers at home. We could have 
had a sweet little secret place somewhere else though, It might have 
been rather sweet.” 

“When you talk like that, Lavinia, it makes me wish I had seduced 
you.” 

“Then I must stop talking like that. And you must stop saying 
things that encourage me to do so.” 

it was a positive statement, but there was no severity in the way 
she made it. She was still smiling, and when he leaned forward and 
took her hand, she did not attempt to withdraw it. 

“What we must do,” he said, “is to stop talking about what hap- 
pened —or rather, what didn’t happen — years ago. We must begin to 
talk about what we're going to do now. Would you consider taking 
me for a lover, Lavinia?” 

“You know I wouldn’t, I’m not imexperienced or unhappy any 
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more. You couldn’t seduce me now. I'd be taking you, as yuu've just 
said—not the other way around. Respectable widows with small 
children don’t indulge in sordid pastimes like that.” 

“I thought you’d say something of the sort. But occasionally re- 
spectable widows with small children remarry, and I’d much rather 
be your husband than your lover, anyway. It’s perfectly possible now 
—there’s not an atom of blood relationship between us. Will you 
marry me, Lavinia?” 

For the first time, he had really surprised her. While she sat look- 
ing at him, in utter amazement, without making an immediate 
move or answer, he took advantage of her silence and immobility and 
went rapidly on. 

“I really do think I could make you happy, Lavinia. I don’t think 
there’d be any regrets this time, on either side. We’ve known each 
other for a good many years and we’ve always been fond of each 
other. Our tastes are very congenial. Neither of us would interfere with 
the pattern of the other’s life. There’s no reason why you should go 
on with your work at the mill, as far as I’m concerned; I can sup- 
port you and I think you’d enjoy St. Martinville; you've lots of 
friends there. On the other hand, if you feel you ought to carry on, 
for Prosper’s sake, I wouldn’t try to prevent you; I’d be perfectly 
willing to come and live here. Your children like me and I like them. 
I think they’d accept me, without any protest, as a stepfather. And 
my sons are almost grown up—almost grown away. You must have 
seen that for yourself when they came home. They’d never be a com- 
plication. My dear, I’m very much in earnest. I never loved you as 
much as I do this minute. I know I’m not worthy of you, but Pd do 
my best, my very best, to make you a good husband.” 

“Oh, Jonathan, don’t! Please — please stop!” 

She withdrew her hand and, rising hurriedly, crossed the room and 
stood with her back to him. He was almost sure she was crying, 
which was wholly unlike her; and he longed to go to her, to ask for 
forgiveness if he had said anything, involuntarily and unconsciously, 
to distress her, But his instinct told him that he must give her time to 
recover from a proposal which had obviously been more of a shock 
to her than he had dreamed it would be. It was true that she had 
never thought of him as an uncle; but she had not thought of him as 
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a husband, either. When, at last, she turned, he saw that he was right 
about one thing: she had been crying. But she was not offended. She 
came back to him and put her hands on his shoulders. 

“Everything you've said is true,” she told him. “We are fond of 
each other, we do have congenial tastes, we could fit into the pattern 
of each other’s lives, I think, this time, you would be a good hus- 
band. And the children wouldn’t protest; they’d be pleased. But 
there’s one great drawback, one reason why it wouldn’t work. I don’t 
care as much as you do—that is, in the same way you do. I couldn't 
marry you unless I did.” 

“Why not, Lavinia? If I understood, if I wanted you to marry me 
anyway?” 

“Because I’ve done that once already. Lots of people make a mis- 
take once. But if they have any sense at all, they don’t make the same 
mistake twice.” 

“Lavinia, you know I don’t want to say anything that would seem 
to disparage Claude. Just the same——” 

“It wouldn’t have mattered who it was, if it hadn’t been Fleex.” 

“Fleex!” 

“Yes. Fleex Primeaux was the only man I ever loved, the only one 
I ever shall love. I loved him with all my heart and soul and now 
there’s no love left to give to any other man.” 

“You can’t say that, Lavinia, You’re not thirty yet. You don’t know 
how long life will seem to you without love.” 

“Yes I can. Yes I do. But it’s something I can’t help, If anyone 
could have made me change my mind, it might have been you. And 
do you know why? Because I’ve always thought you and Fleex were 
something alike inside, that sometimes you even looked like each 
other. I told Mother that once, years ago, and she was very indignant. 
She said you were a cultured gentleman and that Fleex was just 
an ignorant Cajun, You see she stood up for you, even if she 
wouldn’t see you. And of course she was right — about the 
ignorance and the culture, I mean. But that didn’t make any dif- 
ference.” 

“In as far as your love for Fleex was concerned. I can see that. But 
there might be a difference in other conditions that would affect your 
willingness to marry again eventually.” 
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“There might have been. For instance, if Fleex had never come 
back and if Claude had died in some natural way — from illness or as 
the result of an accident or even if he had been killed by some total 
stranger . . . perhaps, after a long while . . . yes, I think under 
those conditions. But, Jonathan, Fleex did come back; he came back 
twice. The first time was just after Mother Anne died and I’d had an 
awful experience with all the gruesome details of laying out the dead 
and holding a wake and preparing for a burial. I'd attended two 
widely separated funeral services for a woman I was very fond of and 
ridden hours and hours on a dirty local train. I’d sat up all one night 
beside a corpse and I’d shared a room with five other girls the next 
night — three of us to a bed. When J finally got back to New Orleans, 
I was completely exhausted, physically and emotionally. Fleex found 
me asleep in my bedroom and waked me up by making violent love 
to me. The second time he came back, he killed my husband. I’m 
not blaming him for what happened. He didn’t know, the first time, 
that Mother Anne had just died and he didn’t know I was married— 
he meant to marry me himself. He didn’t know, the second time, it 
was Claude who was trying to find him—he thought he was shooting 
in self-defence, But just the same. . . And then, he killed himself! 
Jonathan, don’t you understand that in my memories death and love 
and horror are all so intermingled that I can’t disassociate one from 
the other any more? Don’t you understand why I’ve deliberately tried 
to stifle all the kind of feeling for a man that would make a normal 
happy marriage possible?” 

“I can understand why you’d try to. I’m not sure you've succeeded, 
I still think that in time——” 

“It’s nearly three years now since Fleex killed Claude. Don’t you 
believe that, if I hadn’t succeeded, I’d know it by now?” 

Jonathan made no immediate answer and Lavinia knew it was 
because he could not honestly say no and because he was still reluc- 
tant to say yes. 

“I’m sorry, Jonathan,” she went on swiftly. “I’m terribly sorry. If 
Pd dreamed you were serious, that you really wanted to marry me, I 
never would have let things go so far. But I honestly thought all there 
was between us was just — well, a very wonderful friendship, different 
from other friendships, better than others, perhaps with more aware- 
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ness that you’re a man and I’m a woman, But nevertheless . . . I 
haven’t anything else left to give you, Jonathan.” 

Her hands were still resting on his shoulders, but now she bowed 
her head. He knew that she was weeping again and he knew, too, 
that nothing he could say or do would make her change her 
mind. He put his arms around her and lowered his head to touch 
hers. 

“It’s all right, darling,” he said. “I£ that’s all you have left to give, 
you can’t help it. I’m thankful that you'll give me that much.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 


found it hard to keep her thoughts focused on the service. She 

would have liked to sleep late Sunday mornings, since she was at 
the mill by seven every other day in the week, and then to take her 
time doing the little personal feminine tasks for which office hours 
gave her no opportunity on other days. But the latest Mass was at 
nine-fifteen, so she did her best to shake off her somnolence; her 
children were still too young, in her opinion, to go to church un- 
attended. 

Lavinia sat in a pew near the front, between the two, who were, in 
general, well behaved, but whose good spirits sometimes got the 
better of them. She tried hard to fight against the pleasant lassitude 
which the warm air, drifting in through the open windows, seemed 
to intensify; she also tried hard to listen to the sermon. This particu- 
lar sermon, like most of its predecessors, had been delivered by a 
visiting priest who spoke English with a very strong accent of inde- 
terminate origin, and it went on and on, Glancing surreptitiously at 
her watch, Lavinia saw that it had already lasted twenty minutes. 
Anne Marie had begun to fidget and Lavinia drew her closer, en- 
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IE was a beautiful day, warm even for September, and Lavinia 


couraging slumber and wishing that it were proper for her to take 
refuge in oblivion, also. Prosper was playing cat’s cradle with small 
pieces of string. Lavinia shook her head, but as Prosper pretended not 
to see, she decided against making an issue of it. 

Once the sermon was over, the service did not seem long, for 
nothing could rob the Mass of its beauty between the recitation of the 
Creed and the Last Gospel. Ursin, Phares and Pauline were all 
waiting near the church steps to greet Lavinia and the children when 
they came out, and Clement, who had already gone to unhitch her 
buggy for her, lingered to chat a few minutes when he came back 
with it. This was the Sunday for visiting the Winslows, not the 
Villac-Primeaux’s, so that the chat did not last long. But all three men 
took time to tell Lavinia that she would find the best stand of rice she 
had ever seen when she reached her father’s farm. 

“Aw not nothin’ goin’ happen to it this year, no,” Phares added re- 
assuringly. “Brent is fixin’ to start cuttin’ tomorrow, him, and he 
bound to be finish’ with it biffo’ the weather changes, or either I’m a 
po’ judge, me. I guarantee you, yes, that ol’ blow-torch sun got to be 
good fo’ ’nother two weeks, at leas’, an’ with them binders we got 
now, us, a hundred acres gets done mo’ quicker’n we used to could 
da twenty acres with reap hooks, like when Brent firs’ come on the 
praire.” 

“I hope you’re right about the weather, Oncle.” 

“Of course, he’s right. How often have you known him to make a 
mistake?” 

“Not often, Clement, But you know how it is—if you have one 
disappointment after another, all for the same reason, you get the 
feeling you’re never going to have good luck in that particular direc- 
tion. I’m afraid that’s the way Father feels. And when he worries, 
Mother and I do, too.” 

“He ain’t goin’ have no kin’ of disappoint this here time, him,” 
Phares said confidently. “Not no kin’ at all, no. Well, we got to be 
movin’ on... . Nex’ Sunday you comin’ to us fo’ true, Lavinia, 
yes?” 

“Yes, for true.” 

They parted with mutual and sincere expressions of goodwill; 
there was genuine affection between Lavinia and the members of her 


353 


husband’s family; and, as a matter of fact, Prosper and Anne Marie 
would have enjoyed the Sundays they spent at at the Primeaux- 
Villac farm more than they did those they spent at the Winslow farm, 
had it not been for Jim Garland’s horses. Brent and Mary Winslow 
adored their grandchildren, but did not know how to give them the 
same rough and tumble good time as did their great-grandfather or 
their Cajun relatives. 

Lavinia’s pleasant feeling of languor continued as they left the 
church and took the Parish Road out of Crowley. She had been just 
about Prosper’s age, she reflected, glancing at him fondly, when she 
had first gone over this road; and in the twenty-odd years that had 
elapsed since then, the face of the countryside had changed com- 
pletely. There were fewer trees—the wide stretches of woodland 
which had formerly bordered the bayous had nearly all disappeared. 
On the other hand, there were many more acres under cultivation, 
many more fences, many more drainage ditches. Even more farms 
would have been individually owned, Lavinia knew, if her father had 
not steadily increased his holdings. He now owned a whole section— 
640 acres—and nearly half of this was planted to rice. They would 
see only a small part of the vast acreage on their way to the 
house, because much of it was on the further side; but, as they 
left the Parish Road and turned into the lane which had been 
given Brent’s name, Lavinia shook off her lethargy and spoke with 

ride. 

: “Prosper, look at that rice! Can you see any difference between that 
and the rice in Mr. Lowry’s field, that we just passed ?” 

Prosper turned away from his sister and surveyed the scene with a 
gravity that was rare for him. “Yes,” he said thoughtfully. “I don’t 
see any red rice in it. Or any indigo weeds. And it’s taller.” 

“Good! Anything else?” 

His gaze became more searching. “It looks more even, too,” he 
said at length. 

“That’s right, It hasn’t any straight heads.” 

“Td forgotten what they were called. But I remember now.” 

“TIl tell your grandfather at dinner how much you noticed. He'll 
be very pleased —just as I am. Get down and open the gate for me, 
will you?” 
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Prosper jumped down with alacrity to open the gate from the lane, 
and then ran over to pat the cows, which were peacefully chewing 
their cuds under a big oak tree, before he returned to help his mother 
hitch the buggy. Mary was standing at the garden gate, waiting to 
welcome them, and they all went into the house together. Brent rose 
from his measuring board and, as Lavinia had predicted, showed 
great pleasure at the news that Prosper had been so observant about 
the rice. He continued to talk to the boy about it while Mary and 
Lavinia put dinner on the table. In spite of their prosperity, the 
Winslows had retained their simple way of living and, on Sunday, 
had no outside help. The meal progressed in its customary quiet way 
and, as usual, the children rushed out the minute dinner was over. 
Brent went back to his measuring table and Lavinia helped Mary 
clear away the dishes. It was while they were doing these that they 
realized how dark it had suddenly become. Even though the days 
were already noticeably shorter than in midsummer, the kitchen was 
still normally flooded with sunshine until late afternoon on a bright 
day. The departure from this seasonal pattern was so exceptional that 
Mary commented on it as she reached up to the shelf where the lamps 
were kept and lighted the one which she took down. 

“Perhaps you’d better carry this in to your father,” she said, hand- 
ing it to Lavinia and taking down a second lamp for the kitchen. 
Then, as she glanced at the clock, she added : “Why, it’s only half- 
past three! I thought it must be later, that wed sat talking longer 
than we realized. And we were just saying that we couldn’t remem- 
ber a more beautiful September day.” 

“It isn’t beautiful any more.” Lavinia went to the door and was 
almost immediately caught up in a gust of wind. “I must get the 
children back to the house,” she said hurriedly, over her shoulder. 
“It’s much cooler and I’m afraid we're in for a storm.” 

She ran into the yard, calling to Prosper and Anne Marie as she 
went, The swirling dust choked her and she coughed hard, trying to 
clear her throat and call more loudly. Her grandfather heard her and 
appeared at the entrance of his house, cupping his mouth in his hands 
and shouting to her reassuringly : the children were with him and he 
would keep them until the storm was over. But it was coming on 
fast. She had better get under shelter before she was soaked to the 
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skin. He had hardly finished his admonition when the rain began to 
fall, not with refreshing lightness, but with destructive force. A flash 
of lightning zigzagged in a fiery path from the zenith of the black 
sky to the dark horizon, and the thunderclap that followed instantly 
thereafter was deafening, Lavinia turned and started back toward the 
kitchen, bowing her head and fighting her way along. She had gone 
only a few steps when a door slammed and, to her amazement, she 
realized that her father was coming toward her. 

“I’m all right!” she cried, “I'll get there in a minute, Please go 
back, Father!” 

“Go back! I’m going on —on to see what happens to my rice this 
time!” 

He had pushed past her and, despite the hard going, was out of the 
yard before she could stop him and heading through the passage and 
the experimental garden toward the West Field beyond. Then, in a 
flash, it came over her that she must not try to stop him, that he was 
right; he had to see what was happening this time. Neither high 
winds nor pelting rain nor thunderbolts should keep him from his 
fields. If the rice were beaten down again, he was a beaten man. But 
if it were not . . .! He could not wait to find out whether this sud- 
den violent storm meant another defeat or ultimate victory. 

Almost in the same moment that she understood this, Lavinia 
understood that she must not let him forge his way out to the field 
alone. She must go with him over this last hard mile; it was her fight, 
as well as his, their joint battle. Again she bowed her head and 
struggled forward, thrusting her way, as he had, between the 
Soa of barbed wire and reaching his side just as he came to the 

eld. 

While the storm was at its height, Lavinia did not try to look at her 
father. Buffeted by the wind, blinded by the rain, it was all she could 
do to maintain her footing and to glimpse, intermittently, the 
drenched field. But when the fury of the elements slackened and she 
could stand securely and see before her, she turned toward him and 
reached for his hand. He seemed unaware both of her glance and of 
her touch. His eyes were fixed on the rice. Despite the wind and the 
downpour, its golden heads still rose, erect and triumphant, above 
the strong straw and firm necks which supported them. 
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His gaze continued steady; there was disbelief in it, then wonder- 
ment, then joy; but it remained unwavering. It was his mouth which 
betrayed the emotion he could not control. His lips were quivering, 
and his long silence was not wholly one of volition; it was physically 
impossible for him to speak. Lavinia, who was also deeply moved, 
and whose eyes had misted, though her lips did not tremble, made no 
effort to hasten any expression of the feeling which was obviously too 
deep for utterance. This was a supreme moment in her father’s life; 
probably only those in which he had received his bride and taken his 
new-born child in his arms could have been comparably rewarding. 
And for those, there had been no seemingly endless wait, no blind 
search, no desperate struggle. His beloved had returned his love in 
the same measure and with the same spontaneity that he had given 
it; their child had been the undelayed result of this happy and natural 
union. But for years he had known the bitterness of that hope de- 
ferred which maketh the heart sick; now, at last, he had found what, 
to him, was the tree of life. . . . 

With patience and understanding, his daughter waited until he be- 
came aware of her touch and her gaze. The rainfall had ceased 
entirely, the thunder rumbled and the lightning flashed only in the 
distance, the dark clouds were shredding away, and the wind had 
died down to a gentle breeze when he at last drew a deep breath and 
spoke without faltering. 

“I must go in and tell your mother.” 

“Yes, of course.” 

““Won’t you come with me?” 

“No, I’d like to stay here a little longer, if you don’t mind. Be- 
sides, I think it would be better for you and her to be alone when you 
tell her. After all, she’s had a share in your victory.” 

“You’ve had a share in it, too.” 

“A very small one, compared to hers.” 

He hesitated, tardily conscious of her drenched condition, though 
still unconcerned about his own. “You're wet through, Lavinia. You 
ought to get into some dry clothes.” 

“The sun will dry me off in no time. It'll be shining in full force 
any minute now. Look! There’s a rainbow!”’ 

“So there is! If we were superstitious, we’d think it was an omen ie 
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“Well, let’s pretend we are. What’s the harm?” 

“None. Of course, there often is a rainbow after a hard storm, but 
that’s neither here nor there.” He hesitated again. “Do you remem- 
ber telling me that I ought to give my rice a name, the day I came to 
the mill so utterly discouraged, about a year ago?” 

“Yes, have you thought of one?” 

“I had my first inkling that same day, when I looked at the blue 
walls and sample boxes as I went out. But I couldn’t seem to connect 
their colour with anything that had much meaning—much sym- 
bolism. Now it’s come to me. We’ve got what we thought was im- 
possible after all, haven’t we?” 

“Indeed we have.” 

“All right. I’m going to tell your mother we have her blue 
camellia.” 

“Oh, Father, that’s great! A great name for a great discovery!” 

“You don’t think it matters because we’ve found it in my garden, 
instead of hers, do you?” 

“No, she’d rather have it that way. Do go quickly, Father, and 
tell her.” 

He needed no further urging. He was smiling now, thinking not 
only of his beautiful strong rice, but of the surprise and pleasure the 
name he had given it would bring to his wife. Lavinia watched 
him hurrying in the direction of the house and smiled, too. She 
had no wish to go with him. The presence of a third person, 
even their daughter, would be an intrusion on this meeting be- 
tween husband and wife and on their subsequent communion. 
Besides, to Lavinia, solitude had become more welcome than com- 
panionship. There was no one with whom she wanted to share this 
moment. 

She unpinned her hair and shook it down over her shoulders, so 
that it might dry more quickly; it hung about her like a bright veil, 
as golden as the fields which were now shining in the sun. Then she 
wrung out the wet garments which clung to her as if they had been 
sculptured; thus revealed, her figure took on not only a statuesque 
grace, but a feminine loveliness of line which she would have hidden 
at the mere suspicion of an admiring gaze. Any normal man, seeing 
her as she stood there, would have felt a sudden quickening of the 
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senses, But she herself was oblivious of her beauty; the beauty of her 
surroundings absorbed her completely. 

The rainbow was fading slowly, but the clouds massed on the 
horizon retained much of its radiance, and this radiance was reflected 
on the earth. Gradually, the clouds drifted away, too, leaving the sky 
as completely clear as it had been that morning —as clear and as blue 
as the imagined colour of that mythical flower which was to be the 
symbol of their success. Blue Camellia! The name, like its signifi- 
cance, was perfect. 

- Yet it was not of her father’s success or of the name that was to 
herald it to the world that Lavinia began to think as she stood alone, 
her gaze on the golden fields. These in themselves had become a 
symbol —a symbol of plenty with which to feed a hungry and needy 
world, a symbol of fellowship with all those people, hitherto alien to 
her, who were dedicated to the same great task as the one which she 
now saw clearly as her life’s work. Henceforth, she would put into 
this work not only all the earnestness, all the intelligence, all the 
effort of which she was capable, as she had from the beginning; she 
would also put into it all the love which, in another direction, had 
gone unrequited, and for which she now saw a fulfillment greater 
than she had then envisioned. Her father’s triumph had released her 
from the past. She would not withdraw from the world any longer. 
She would seek out her fellow workers, not only those who lived near- 
by, but those on the other side of the globe, who laboured on terraces 
and in paddies. She would learn what she could from them and teach 
them what she could in return. She would take the children with her 
and visit all those countries in South America which were still only 
_ names on a map and statistics in a book; she would go to Japan and 
to Java. These travels would bear no relation to those she had so 
desperately contemplated in the first days of her widowhood, when 
her one thought had been of flight, of escape. These would be under- 
taken in search of knowledge which she would share with those she 
found in the course of her happy wanderings, and then bring back 
with her to enrich the place which was her home, And she would be 
able to accomplish all this because at last there would be abundance 
instead of emptiness in her heart. . . . 
She never knew how long she stood alone, pondering, with an 
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ever-increasing sense of peace and compensation. But she was sud- 
denly aware, for the first time since she could remember, of the long- 
ing and the need for prayer—a prayer which would be, at one and 
the same time, a petition and a thanksgiving. In the fading light, she 
sank to her knees and bowed her head. She needed no bell to let her 
know that, for her, this was the hour of the Angelus. 





